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Abstract  

This thesis qualitatively explored the personal experiences of being engaged for staff 

in a care home setting. This study addresses a gap in the engagement literature with 

regard to the study of non-professionals.  Whilst engagement and related concepts 

such as burnout have been widely researched with healthcare, research has tended 

to focus on professional and managerial staff rather than the care staff who are the 

backbone of this sector (Knight et al., 2017b). It further addresses the call for 

research in different contexts and settings into engagement (Jenkins and Delbridge, 

2013; Bailey et al., 2019; Borst et al.; 2019, 2020, Shuck et al 2021b) and in regard 

to HRM research more generally (Cooke, 2018; Dewettinck & Remue, 2011).   

The thesis revisits Kahn's (1990) theory of personal engagement, in exploring the 

‘lived’ experiences of engagement for care workers. Whilst Kahn’s work is the basis 

for most subsequent research, his original conceptualisation has been somewhat 

overlooked by the academic community (Shuck et al., 2011b;  Guest, 2014; Fletcher, 

2017).  

The contribution of this research is that it explores the experiences of being engaged 

for an under researched group of workers and it distinguishes between the concept 

of ‘engagement’ as something that can be defined, measured and quantified, and the 

more nuanced, sensitive and ultimately more valuable understanding of individual 

experiences of ‘being engaged at work’. It adds to and extends Kahn’s original 

conceptualisation of his psychological preconditions for engagement, namely 

psychological availability, psychological safety and psychological meaningfulness, in 

demonstrating that relationships, feeling valued and finding work meaningful 

contribute to the whole personal engagement experience.  

The methodological stance was a phenomenological, pragmatic, abductive approach 

using qualitative methods. Data were collected via observation and semi-structured 

interviews, in order to gain insights into the lived experiences of being engaged for 

care home staff. The data was analysed using Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic 

framework, with reference to Kahn’s conceptualisation. 
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The significant findings confirm the premise that being engaged is an individual 

experience that is influenced by the quality of relationships with supervisors, co-

workers and residents; feeling valued and appreciated for your individual 

contribution; and finding work meaningful and purposeful. These three themes 

influence all three of Kahn’s psychological preconditions so that staff are able to 

harness their personal resources that led to them being engaged at work.  

The research makes recommendations for practitioners to aid them in facilitating 

engagement through taking a more individual approach to managing their staff. The 

contribution to existing knowledge provides opportunities for further research to 

investigate these research findings in other settings and to consider the relationship 

between well-being and being engaged.  
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Chapter 1 Thesis Introduction  

1.1 Background to the Research  

“Engagement is an enormously appealing concept. We seem to intuitively 

understand what it means, and believe that it helps to explain something about how 

people are (or ought to be) at work…. We all believe that it is a good thing to be 

engaged… but we are not exactly sure what it is or how to get more people engaged 

at work” (Kahn, 2010, p. 20). 

This reflection by Kahn on the concept that he first defined in 1990 sums up the 

dilemma facing academics and practitioners alike. Whilst there is widespread 

agreement that employee engagement is good for business, and may be a critical 

driver of business success and a key contributor to competitive advantage, there 

continues to be little real understanding of what it is, or how it can be operationalised 

(Attridge, 2009; Bailey, 2016; Bakker, 2017; Christian et al., 2011; Christian & 

Slaughter, 2007; Eldor, 2019; Gatenby et al., 2009; Heyns & Rothman, 2018; Jain & 

Ansari, 2018.; Macey et al., 2011; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Meyer and Schnedier, 

2021; Purcell, 2014; Saks, 2006, 2017; Schaufeli & Salanova, 2011; Shuck et al., 

2011a; Shuck, 2019). 

Indeed, it is the “promise of engagement” of a motivated happier, healthier, and more 

productive workforce that is key to understanding why there is a strong interest in 

engagement from both academics and practitioners, and the abundance of research 

into the concept (Meyer & Schneider, 2021). Furthermore, the evidence from this 

research of the positive outcomes such as job performance, reduced absenteeism, 

increased retention and well-being (Meyer & Schneider, 2021), that are reported in 

several meta-analyses (for example, Bailey et al., 2015; Christian et al., 2011; Knight 

et al., 2019a; Knight et al.,  2017a; Mackay et al., 2017) demonstrate that the 

engagement matters. 

Engagement, then, is perceived as a good thing, yet the continued focus of 

engagement research through a predominantly positivistic framework has been less 

effective in advancing  our understanding of how individuals experience engagement 

(Briner, 2014; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Sambrook et al., 2014; Shuck, 2019; Shuck 

& Reio, 2011; Wollard & Shuck, 2011). Indeed, Shuck et al. (2021b, p.465) 
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commented that research suggests that at times “engagement is about the deeply 

subjective personal experience”.  Furthermore, most of the evidence for the positive 

outcomes associated with engagement comes from individual-level studies of work 

engagement measured at a single point in time (Meyer and Schneider, 2021) that 

does not acknowledge the ‘ebbs and flows’ of engagement as noted by Kahn (1990) 

(Shuck et al., 2021b). Thus, in taking this approach the majority of academic 

research has somewhat overlooked the more qualitative aspects of the phenomenon 

(Bailey et al., 2015; 2019) that may help us to better understand how and why 

people experience engagement at work in different contexts (Fletcher et al., 2019;  

Sambrook, 2021; Shuck, 2019; Shuck et al.,  2021b).  

The concept of engagement is widely attributed to Kahn (1990) in what is now 

considered to be the seminal work (Bailey et al 2015: Guest, 2014).  Kahn’s 

theoretical framework focuses on three psychological conditions, meaningfulness, 

availability and safety which needed to be present for ‘personal engagement’ which 

he defined as “the harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles; in 

engagement, people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively or 

emotionally during role performance” (Kahn, 1990, p.694). He proposed that 

engagement was part of a continuum with full engagement at one end and full 

disengagement at the other as such people can bring varying degrees of themselves 

to the roles they perform.  Kahn’s conceptualisation thus represents the engagement 

experience as psychological, but the consequences are externally visible actions and 

behaviours (Kaufman et al., 2020), as well as the notion that in the harnessing of 

preferred self in role performance engagement is connected to high-quality job 

performance (Fletcher, 2015). 

Despite Kahn’s (1990) research being regarded as the seminal work (Bailey et al., 

2015, Guest, 2014; Kaufman et al., 2020) few researchers have explicitly focused on 

Kahn’s conceptualisation (Fletcher, 2015; Guest, 2014).  Subsequent research has 

developed from the alternative approach of work engagement that views 

engagement as a relatively stable psychological state (Meyer & Schneider, 2021) 

and much of the research into engagement has taken this approach (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2017a; Christian et al., 2011; Gifford & Young, 2021; Guest, 2014; 

Hakanan & Roodt, 2010; Knight et al.,  2017a; Madden & Bailey, 2017; Rich et al., 

2010; Shuck, 2011; Young et al., 2018).   More recently though there has been a 
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resurgence of interest in Kahn’s original conceptualisation and methods (see for 

example Cooke et al., 2019; M. Crawford, 2018; Fletcher et al., 2019; Gupta & 

Shukla, 2018; Shuck et al., 2021b) that suggests that Kahn’s conceptualisation and 

qualitative research methods are worthy of being reappraised in relation to the 

individual experiences of being engaged for care workers.  Indeed, Shuck (2019) 

suggested that Kahn’s methodological approach has been somewhat overshadowed 

by its seminal standing in the field.  

Against this background, this research takes a phenomenological, pragmatic and 

abductive approach, using qualitative methods to explore the experiences of being 

engaged for care workers. Whilst healthcare professionals have been widely studied 

within the context of work engagement and positive psychology, there has been only 

limited research into the care sector and in particular the majority of ‘non-

professional’ care workers who are its backbone. It seeks to present theoretical and 

practical advances to leaders in the care sector as well as academics and 

practitioners.  The wider context of social care is discussed in the next section.  

 

1.2 Research Context – the Social Care Sector  

The social care sector is characterised by low pay, poor working conditions and staff 

shortages(Charlesworth et al., 2015; Folbre, 2008, 2012; Hebson et al., 2015; 

Keeley, 2021; Low Pay Commission, 2020; Quality Care Commission, 2021; Rubery 

et al., 2015), and underfunding (Bayliss & Gideon, 2020; Davies, 2021; Dromey & 

Hochlaf, 2018; Horton, 2019), as well as being devalued because of its highly 

gendered nature (Bayliss & Gideon, 2020; England, 2005; Folbre, 2001, 2008, 2012; 

Horton, 2019; Palmer & Eveline, 2012). Furthermore, whilst this research was 

conducted in 2017, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic this situation has been 

exacerbated by the pandemic (Galandini & Ferrer, 2020; Keeley, 2021; The Health 

Foundation, 2021; Withey-King, 2021) and Galandini and Ferrer (2021) concluded 

that the care work continues to be undervalued and underfunded. This section will 

discuss some of these wider contextual issues in regard to the adult social care 

sector in order to better understand the context for this research. 
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The adult social care sector has been in long-term financial crisis mainly due to 

underfunding, indeed in the UK adult care services funding has long lagged behind, 

not been prioritised and received less government funding in comparison to the NHS 

(Georgiou & Oykener, 2020). However, the sector has also been under pressure 

from structural changes resulting from privatisation and financialization with private 

investors seeking profit from their investment (Bayliss & Gideon, 2020; Dromey & 

Hochlaf, 2018; Horton, 2019). In 2019, eighty-four percentage of social care beds 

were provided by the private sector and one fifth of the market was owned by five 

large private equity firms (Blakeley & Quilter-Pinner, 2019).  The majority of these 

were for older people with only thirteen percent provided for adults with learning and 

physical disabilities(Workforce Intelligence, 2021). This increased financialization of 

the sector and demand for social care particularly for older people has resulted in an 

emphasis on profit and the treatment of workers as disposable, unskilled and 

replaceable (Horton, 2019; Bayliss & Gideon, 2020).  Horton (2019) further 

suggested that by continuing to work in the sector, despite poor pay and working 

conditions, workers provide value to investors, thus allowing them to exploit workers 

for profit.  Furthermore, increasing financial pressures on local authorities who in 

2019 spent over £16.5 billion on funding private providers, including those operating 

in the not for profit sector, such as the Green Meadow Trust, means that many care 

home providers are having to do more with less resources with the resultant tension 

in quality of care versus service efficiency (Francis & Keegan, 2020). As such they 

often cannot afford to pay their workers more than the minimum wage (Davies, 

2021).  As Bayliss and Gideon (2020) noted, sixty percent of care workers are paid 

less than the living wage. Furthermore, they observed that social care is labour 

intensive and has long been undervalued with mainly a female workforce being 

poorly paid and facing poor working conditions.  

In 2021, approximately 1.67 million people were working in social care in the UK, 

with over eighty percent of them being female and around forty percent working part-

time (Workforce Intelligence, 2021). Against this background, several academics 

have highlighted that care work has been devalued because of its highly gendered 

nature (England, 2005; Folbre, 2001, 2008, 2012; Horton, 2019; Bayliss & Gideon, 

2020; Palmer & Eveline, 2012). For example, England (2005, p458) argued that care 

jobs are poorly paid because they are predominantly held by women and because 
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“care work is associated with the quintessentially gendered role of women, 

particularly mothers”.  Folbre (2001, 2008, 2012) explained this in terms of her 

‘prisoner of love’ thesis that focuses on females’ intrinsic motives to care work thus 

allowing employers to justify low pay. Furthermore, (Walters, 2005) study of female 

part time workers in lower level occupations revealed that many women, particularly 

those from working class households, have little choice but to work in poorly paid 

part time jobs that fit in with their family responsibilities.  Thus, challenging Hakims 

(1991) preference theory premise that female part time workers ‘choose’ roles that fit 

in with their family responsibilities.   Walters (2005) found that they were ‘making the 

best of a bad job’, with many expressing dissatisfaction with their job and feeling 

trapped, because they lacked qualifications that enabled them to find more 

meaningful work.  

This leads onto the question of the provision of non- financial rewards. Lack of 

qualifications and access to learning and development opportunities has been found 

to be relevant to all workers in low paid occupations (Brown, 2021) but especially in 

the social care sector (Bayliss & Gideon, 2021).  The Green Meadow Trust, the 

context for this research, as do other social care providers highlights the opportunity 

to gain relevant qualifications (NVQ’s in health and social care) as one method of 

attracting and retaining staff with non-financial rewards. However, the social care 

workforce is relatively unskilled, with no qualifications being required for most 

support worker roles.  Within the social care sector, the provision of learning and 

development opportunities differs between providers and around fifty-six per cent of 

care workers in the private sector have no relevant social care qualifications 

compared to around nineteen per cent of local authority providers (Dromey & 

Hochlaf, 2018). Bayliss and Gideon (2021) commented that this is not surprising 

given that many private providers expect their staff to undertake training unpaid in 

their own time and provide little support for their staff to gain any qualifications.  They 

further comment that this lack of investment in staff development was for some 

private providers illustrated by the perception that they did offer a range of non-

monetary rewards to justify low wages, but these were often rewards that employers 

were legally required to provide to their staff, such as locker keys and uniforms.  

Indeed, Vidman and Strömberg (2018) found in their study that care providers saw 
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the intrinsic rewards of the job such as hugs and thanks from residents and their 

families as their ‘second paycheque’. 

The gendered work environment and lack of qualifications needed to work in the 

sector may help to explain why the care sector is poorly paid, but it does not fully 

explain why people work in this low-paid environment. Most academic research 

(which predates the pandemic) suggests that it is intrinsic motives and attachment to 

caring that drive care workers rather than money, as well as high levels of 

commitment to the well-being of vulnerable groups (see Atkinson & Lucas, 2013a, 

2013b; Baines & Cunningham, 2011; Charlesworth et al., 2015; Folbre, 2001, 2008; 

Palmer & Eveline, 2012). For example, Palmer and Eveline (2012) found that there is 

a perception that caring is something that should be done altruistically and for 

emotional rewards rather than pay.  Charlesworth et al., (2015) confirm this 

perception particularly amongst employers who often assume that women have a 

natural ability and orientation towards emotional work. Atkinson and Lucas (2013b, 

p. 308) subsequently concluded that despite some care workers reporting that their 

pay was ‘rubbish’, “social norms led care workers to privilege altruism over financial 

gain”. They further argue that the inherently rewarding nature of the job, with workers 

feeling they ‘made a difference’, led to high levels of reported job satisfaction, 

despite low pay and poor working conditions (Atkinson & Lucas, 2013a, 2013b). 

In summary, the care sector is characterised by low pay, poor working conditions 

and lack of opportunities for learning and development. Against this background, one 

could assume that workers are less likely to be engaged, so it will be of value to 

research whether this is the case, as well as understanding how and why employees 

in this setting experience and demonstrate behaviours and feelings associated with 

being engaged. It is also an under researched area with regard to employee 

engagement (Law & Ashworth, 2022) which is discussed further in chapter 2. 

Furthermore, this study addresses calls for academic research into differing contexts 

(Fletcher et al., 2019, Shuck et al, 2021b) that might aid our understanding of how 

engagement is experienced by individuals at work. 
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1.3 The Organisational Context 

The organisational context for this research is a charitable trust operating in the third 

sector in the south of England that receives the majority of its funding from local 

government. The Green Meadow Trust1 provides residential and nursing care 24/7 to 

adults with learning and other physical disabilities. The Trust has a number of core 

values around its approach to providing care centred around the individual that 

focuses on providing the best quality of life and outcomes for the individuals 

entrusted in their care. 

The Trust was formed in the early 1990s to help people with learning disabilities 

back into the community in the wake of the long-stay hospital closure programme. 

The Trust now operates 18 residential and nursing care services within its 

geographical area as well as providing support to individuals within their own home. 

These include two specialist nursing facilities, ten residential homes of mixed sizes 

and three supported living services, along with outreach provision. The work of the 

Trust is overseen and inspected by the Care Quality Commission whose most recent 

inspection of the Trust rated its service provision as good.  

The Trust employs over 250 staff, the majority of whom work shifts and provide 

nursing and support service to the care home residents. They are supported by a 

head office team that performs administrative, financial, HR and other managerial 

functions. The majority of employees are female support workers earning the 

minimum wage. There are no qualification requirements for the support worker role; 

however, the Trust supports employees to gain National Vocational Qualifications in 

health care. It also   provides a career path to progress to senior support worker and 

managerial roles and many of those holding more senior roles have been promoted 

from within the Trust. The two nursing homes employ qualified mental-health nurses, 

in addition to support workers and other homes also employ staff with nursing 

qualifications in managerial roles but these are not a requirement for the job. The 

Trust conducts an annual staff/engagement survey for all employees. A survey had 

been conducted in 2016 prior to this research investigation, with staff giving positive 

feedback on how the Trust operated and treated its staff.  

                                            
1 The organisation, care home and care home staff names have been changed in order to protect their 

anonymity. 
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1.4 Research Objectives 

This research set out to investigate the experiences of being engaged for care home 

staff. The initial research question/objective was broad and exploratory in nature.  

1. How can we better comprehend care home staff’s experiences of being 

engaged?  

However, in keeping with the abductive approach taken in this study a further 

question emerged during the thematic analysis of the data that suggested a 

resonance with Kahn’s original conceptualisation.  

2. How can the application of Kahn’s theoretical model improve our 

understanding of what it is to be engaged? 

The major contributions of this research are:  

1. It makes the distinction between the concept of ‘engagement’, something that can 

be quantified and measured, and points to the importance of the individual 

‘experiences of being engaged at work’. 

2. It identifies three important elements that influence an individual’s decision to be 

engaged at work, namely relationships, meaningful work and feeling valued, thus 

endorsing but also extending key elements of Kahn’s conceptualisation.  

3. It highlights the importance of understanding the context in relation to the 

individual experiences of being engaged.  

In understanding the lived experiences of work for care staff, this study explores 

what influences the personal decision of care workers to be engaged in this setting.  

 

 1.5 Research Summary 

This research is undertaken as part of the requirement for the attainment of a 

professional doctorate in business administration. As such, its purpose is to 

contribute to the advancement of both our theoretical and practical knowledge of 

engagement. It also emphasises the individual experience of being engaged. The 

research begins in Chapter two by charting the development in the conceptualisation 
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of engagement from Kahn’s (1990) initial study. It reviews the key theories: burnout 

antithesis, work engagement, job demands-resources and employee engagement, 

concluding that whilst no one approach is superior to another (Meyer and Schneider, 

2021), Kahn’s original conceptualisation is worthy of reappraisal, as it has been 

somewhat marginalised, overlooked, or even taken for granted by subsequent 

researchers.   

Chapter 3 identifies the methodological and method choices for this study of a 

phenomenological, pragmatic and abductive approach, utilising observation and 

semi-structured interviews that are particularly pertinent to a case study enquiry. It 

further justifies and explains the choices made in the research design, research 

methods and data analysis.  

Chapter 4 presents the main findings for the work. The data was analysed with 

reference to the Kahn’s (1990) theoretical framework. The findings make the key 

distinction between engagement and the experiences of being engaged for workers 

in this context. The findings provide a strong demonstration of some of Kahn’s 

(1990) principles in action, but further extend Kahn’s original conceptualisation in 

showing that relationships, meaningful work and feeling valued underpin the whole 

engagement experience and not just in relation to specific psychological 

preconditions. 

 

Chapter 5 discusses the findings in relation to the research objectives and the 

academic and practitioner literature. The research demonstrates the experiences of 

‘being engaged’ for the staff at the Green Meadow Trust, it identifies three significant 

themes that contribute to staff being engaged, namely the highly relational nature of 

being engaged, finding work meaningful and feeling valued. It identifies the major 

contribution to theory and practice, highlights the limitations of the study and makes 

suggestions for further research. It concludes that when individuals find their work 

meaningful and purposeful, are valued for their individual contribution and are 

supported by good working relationships they respond by being engaged.  
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Chapter 6 details the author’s professional development, including her development 

as a reflexive researcher, whilst the appendices provide relevant background 

material to the study. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review  

2.1 Introduction 

Since Kahn (1990) first coined the term, interest in engagement has proliferated, 

leading to the development of multiple and confusing definitions, various 

measurements, conceptualisations, theories and claimed causal relationships 

between variables (Bailey et al., 2015; Charlesworth et al., 2015; Christian et al., 

2011; Macey & Schneider, 2008). Briner (2014) identified and summarised what he 

saw as the key problems with the concept, namely definition, making it a distinct 

concept, measurement, a lack of high-quality evidence, and over claiming and mis-

claiming the benefits. As a result, several authors (Guest, 2014; Purcell, 2009; 

Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010; Kaufman et al.; 2020) all question whether engagement is 

no more than ‘putting old wine in a new bottle’, in other words just a rehash of other 

concepts, such as job satisfaction and commitment. This is because in 

conceptualising engagement, practitioners often confuse job satisfaction, 

commitment and engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010). Indeed, Bakker & Leiter, 

(2011)criticise the practitioner and consulting communities for merely packaging 

engagement as a combination of a number of related concepts thus failing to 

appreciate the “distinct value added of the engagement concept” and “hence the way 

that practitioners conceptualise engagement comes close to putting old wine in new 

bottles” (p182). Furthermore, some academics have argued that engagement as a 

concept has not really added to our understanding of work-place attitudes over and 

above these more established concepts such as job satisfaction and commitment 

(Christian et al., 2011; Bailey et al., 2015).   

On the other hand, academics (see Bakker et al. 2011a, 2011b; Bakker and Leiter, 

2011) questioned the notion that engagement is nothing more than old wine in a new 

bottle. They argued that there is sufficient theoretical and empirical evidence 

demonstrating that engagement is an important stand-alone motivational concept 

that is independent of other constructs such as job satisfaction. They further 

suggested that these constructs are outcomes of engagement, but that further 

research is needed to clarify the relationship between them. Bailey et al. (2015), in 

their meta-analysis of academic research into engagement, identified gaps in our 

knowledge as well as issues and areas for further research and concluded that there 
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remains a significant gap in the definition and measurement of engagement. They 

argue that there is a need for further longitudinal research into the antecedents of 

engagement in order to better understand the relative importance of a wide range of 

factors identified as being associated with engagement; a need for a better 

understanding of what people are engaged with, job, team, profession, or 

organisation and for studies to that aid our understanding of the contextual aspects 

of engagement.  

Most engagement research has tended to focus on work engagement derived from 

psychological models (Madden & Bailey, 2017) rather than exploring engagement in 

different contexts, such as industry sector and job type, within which these studies 

have taken place. Indeed, the academic community has been criticised by 

practitioners for over emphasing the psychological theorisation of engagement, thus 

neglecting the situational and environmental factors as well as the lack of relevance 

and application for practitioners (Fleck & Inceoglu, 2010; Kaufman et al., 2020). As 

such, Purcell (2014) observed offering an ‘acontextual’ view of engagement. Thus, 

exploring the context may enhance our understanding more widely of psychological 

and behavioural phenomena in HRM research (Cooke, 2018) as well as engagement 

(Bailey et al 2015, 2019; Kaufman et al., 2020).  

Engagement is thus worthy of further investigation to explore its links with related 

concepts and to better understand the construct. This literature review charts the 

development of academic conceptualisations into engagement from its original 

inception and conceptualisation by Kahn in 1990 to the more recent theorising and 

research. It will then provide an appraisal and critique of Kahn’s conceptualisation as 

well as considering the context within which this study is situated.  Key issues from 

the research to date will be summarised to justify the focus of this research as well 

as in considering Kahn’s framework in the analysis of the research findings.  

 

2.2 Kahn’s Theory of Personal Engagement 

Thirty years have elapsed since Kahn (1990) first identified the distinct concept of 

‘personal engagement’, in what is now regarded as the seminal work (Bailey et al., 

2015; Shuck & Wollard, 2010). Kahn is thus widely regarded as the ‘founding father’ 
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of the field (Truss, 2013). Kahn drew upon the work of Alderfer (1972) and Maslow 

(1954) on motivation, as well as Hackman and Oldman's (1976) work on job design 

in developing his theory of employee engagement. His theory focused on how 

people bring their self into role for self-expression and self-employment at work, as 

well as the relationship between workers and the characteristics of their tasks, thus, 

as Guest (2014) later commented, offering engagement as a new way of thinking 

about motivation. 

Kahn’s theory of personal engagement was also influenced by Goffman's (1959) 

work on how people’s attachment to, or detachment from, their role varies. Kahn 

(1990) argued that the concept of flux in the degree of psychological presence an 

individual commits to a role task had been somewhat overlooked. According to Kahn 

(1992, p. 321), the problem with motivational theory was the assumption that 

workers were either motivated to work or not, and that it was like a “water spigot: turn 

it on and water pours forth”. He also questioned the assumption that motivation was 

a static state, rather like “posing for a still photograph” (Kahn, 1992, p. 693). He 

argued that individuals made choices about how much they bring themselves to their 

work role, depending on various preconditions. Consequently, the premise that 

people’s engagement to their work role ebbed and flowed became a central tenet of 

his theory and was later endorsed by subsequent researchers (Bakker, 2017; 

Christian et al., 2011; Kwon & Park, 2019).  

 

Kahn conducted qualitative ethnographic research using a variety of qualitative 

methods, including observation, document analysis, self-reflection, informal 

conversations and in-depth interviews in a summer camp, and then he conducted 

interviews in an architect firm, in order to develop his theory of personal 

engagement. Based on his research, Kahn described these variations of self in role 

as personal engagement and personal disengagement. “Personal engagement is the 

simultaneous employment and expression of a person’s ‘preferred self’ in task 

behaviors that promote connections to work and to others, personal presence 

(physical, cognitive and emotional) and active full role performances” (Kahn, 1990, p. 

700). Conversely, disengagement was the antithesis, “the simultaneous withdrawal 

and defence of a person’s preferred self. To withdraw preferred dimensions is to 
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remove personal, internal energies from physical, cognitive, and emotional labors” 

(Kahn, 1990, p. 701).  

Thus, to be fully involved at work, one had to be physically involved, emotionally 

connected and cognitively vigilant (Crawford et al., 2010) and these conditions were 

influenced by three psychological domains: meaningfulness, safety and availability 

(Kahn, 1990). Using descriptive statistics, Kahn (1990) was able to demonstrate a 

link between these three conditions and personal engagement and disengagement. 

 

2.2.1 Psychological Meaningfulness 

Psychological meaningfulness, for Kahn (1990), involved a sense of return on 

investments of self-in-role and is achieved from task characteristics, roles and work 

interactions. These include challenging work, task and skill variety, personal 

discretion and autonomy, rewarding interpersonal interactions with co-workers and 

with their supervisor, as well as being treated with dignity and respect, and being 

valued for individual contributions. When individuals are treated with dignity and 

respect, and are valued for their contributions, and not simply as the occupant of a 

role, they are likely to obtain a sense of meaningfulness from their interactions. 

Individuals also derive meaning from the social identities they receive from salient 

group memberships (Kahn, 1990). Frankl (1992) subsequently argued that 

individuals have a primary motive to seek meaning in their work confirming Kahn’s 

(1990) thoughts on meaning, defining it as the value of a work goal or purpose, 

judged in relation to an individual’s own ideals or standards (see also Hackman & 

Oldman, 1976; May, 2003; Rem & Vandenberg, 1995). 

 

2.2.2 Psychological Safety 

Psychological safety involves the creation of work environments where individuals 

feel that they can be themselves, without fear of negative consequences. These 

include supportive and trusting interpersonal relationships with colleagues, 

management style and processes, and conformity to organisational norms of 

behaviour (Kahn, 1990). In safe environments, individuals understand the 
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boundaries surrounding acceptable behaviour and are treated fairly and consistently 

by their supervisor, as well as receiving support from their supervisor and work 

colleagues. As a result, trusting relationships develop where concerns for individual 

needs and feelings are displayed, positive feedback is given and employees are 

encouraged to voice their concerns, thereby allowing individuals to develop new 

skills and solve work-related problems (Kahn, 1990). An important aspect of safety 

stems from the amount of care and support employees perceive to be provided by 

their organisation and their supervisor. Open and supportive environments allow 

members to experiment, try new things and even fail without fear of negative 

consequences (Chen et al., 2010; Eisenberger et al., 2001, 2020; Kahn, 1990; May 

et al., 2004; Rhoades et al., 2001; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2006; Shanock & 

Eisenberger, 2002). 

Whilst Kahn’s conceptualisation did not mention ‘social exchange theory’, as 

espoused by Blau (1964), and later developed in relation to engagement by Saks  

(2006, 2008, 2017, 2019), one can argue that it underpins psychological safety, as 

reciprocal relations develop from supportive organisational and supervisor 

relationships. In other words, when employees believe that their organisation is 

concerned about them and cares about their well-being, they are likely to respond in 

kind with increased effort and by becoming more engaged (Chen et al., 2010; 

Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Eisenberger et al., 2001, 2020; Rhoades et al., 2001; 

Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2006; Shanock & Eisenberger, 2002). 

 

2.2.3 Psychological Availability 

Psychological availability involves an individual’s belief that they have the physical, 

emotional and cognitive resources to personally engage at work. How people cope 

with the various demands of the job and other aspects of their lives thus influences 

their availability. Kahn’s (1990) study identified four influences on availability, namely 

physical energy, emotional energy, individual insecurity and the respondents’ outside 

lives. The influence of physical energy on engagement was most obvious when it 

was depleted. Similarly, when tasks were emotionally draining, staff were more likely 

to be disengaged, whilst outside lives could have both a positive and negative effect 

on engagement. Insecurity influenced engagement through how secure people felt 
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about their work, perceived person-organisation fit and their concern over what 

others thought about them (Kahn, 1990).  

 

2.2.4 The Influence of Kahn’s Conceptualisation 

Kahn’s (1990) work focused on how “people’s experience of themselves and their 

work contexts influenced moments of personal engagement and disengagement” (p. 

702). He surmised, from his analysis of his interview data in both his research 

settings that these three critical psychological states, or conditions, namely 

meaningfulness, safety and availability, influenced people’s motivation and 

behaviour at work. He also found that workers were more engaged at work in 

situations that offered them more psychological meaningfulness and psychological 

safety, and when they were more psychologically available (Saks, 2006).   

Kahn (1990) further observed that personal engagement varied according to 

people’s perceptions of the benefits, as well as the risks of engaging themselves. He 

argued that people unconsciously ask themselves three questions in work situations 

related to his three psychological conditions and, depending on the answers, choose 

to either engage or disengage. The questions are:  

(i) How meaningful is it for me to bring myself into this performance? 

(ii) How safe is it to do so? 

(iii) How available am I to do so? 

 

Shuck et al. (2011a) thus concluded that there were clear links between Kahn’s 

theory and Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs theory. They interpreted self- 

actualisation as the highest-ranked need, being akin to personal engagement. There 

are also similarities in Kahn’s work to Vroom’s (1964) expectancy theory of 

motivation, in that employees considered the benefits of being engaged, or asked 

‘what’s in it for me?’ when deciding whether or not to personally engage at work. 

Kahn (1992) was critical of motivation theory, although it contributed to the 

foundations of his work. He argued that psychological presence subsumed the 

concept of work motivation and that organisations needed members to involve 

themselves in more than just the task to be fully engaged. For Kahn, engagement 
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was motivational because it not only referred to the allocation of personal resources 

to role performance, but also to how intensely and persistently these collective 

resources were applied (Rich et al., 2010). Thus engagement is associated with the 

‘needs-satisfying approach’ to motivation (Truss, 2013). 

 

Kahn’s initial thoughts identified issues that subsequently emerged in the practitioner 

literature, in that organisations have wrongly perceived that motivation, and 

subsequently engagement, is something that they do to employees at an 

organisational level rather than being an individual’s choice (Shuck & Wollard, 2010). 

In his subsequent theorising, Kahn (1992) postulated that it was an individual’s 

decision to be what he termed as ‘psychologically present’, through bringing their 

physical, emotional and cognitive energies to work. He identified four dimensions of 

psychological presence, namely attentiveness, connection, integration and focus, 

which mediated the relationship between personal engagement and his three 

psychological preconditions, meaningfulness, safety and availability (Kahn, 1992). 

Creating these three conditions, he argued, was complex and difficult, but they drove 

the extent to which people are psychologically present and behaviourally engaged at 

work. He argued that engagement involved people bringing themselves 

psychologically to work, both consciously and unconsciously, rather than simply 

through effort demand. This in turn drove people’s attitudes and behaviours that 

were influenced by individual, interpersonal, group, intergroup and organisational 

factors. “Learning to tap into people’s selves at work means understanding the 

complexity of this experience” (Kahn, 1992, p. 324). 

  

2.3 Development of Alternative Approaches  

Kahn’s original conception has been somewhat marginalised in favour of other 

perspectives, and the topic of engagement has been developed more from the 

‘positive psychology’ movement, founded by Martin Seligman (Csikszentmihalyi & 

Seligman, 2000), which followed a more ‘scientific’, positivistic approach to the study 

of subjective experience, happiness and well-being (Maslach et al., 2001; Youssef-

Morgan & Bockorny, 2014).  
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The subsequent academic field has largely fallen into two opposing approaches to 

the study of engagement. The first is ‘work engagement’, which has followed this 

positive psychology approach, and refers to an individual’s psychological state of 

mind while at work. The second is the ‘employee engagement’ approach, which 

tends to explore the link between employee engagement and managerial practices. 

The work engagement school is a broad church that has typically examined the role 

of the employee in relation to the job (Mahipalan & Sheena, 2018) and includes 

research on burnout and the development of the Utrecht Engagement scale, as well 

as the job demands-resources approach to engagement (Nimon & Shuck, 2019; J. 

Purcell, 2014). It has also been the most dominant approach for academic research 

(Bakker, 2017; Balain & Sparrow, 2010; Christian et al., 2011; Rich et al., 2010) and 

is associated with the study of the characteristics of how employees thrive, their well-

being and the development of positive psychology (Bakker et al., 2008; Guest, 2014; 

Luthans & Youssef, 2007). 

In contrast, the employee engagement approach is more favoured by practitioners 

and takes a behavioural approach (Macleod & Clarke, 2009; Robertson et al., 2012). 

Macleod and Clarke (2009), in their report for the UK government, thus described 

engagement as a workplace approach designed to enhance employee motivation 

and commitment to the organisation’s goals and values, as well as the individual’s 

sense of well-being. Thus, Schaufeli (2014) proposed that work engagement is about 

the relationship between an employee and their work, whilst employee engagement 

may also encompass their relationships with the organisation. Truss (2013) further 

observed that the behavioural approach, in contrast to the psychological state 

approach, could be viewed as ‘doing engagement’ rather than ‘being’ engaged.  

These approaches are explored further in the next sections, commencing with the 

burnout antithesis approach.  

 

2.4 Work Engagement and Burnout Antithesis 

The early development of alternative theories of engagement came from the burnout 

literature rather than from Kahn’s seminal work. In 1997, Maslach and Leiter 

rephrased burnout as a lack of engagement in one’s work, and subsequently 
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developed a self-reporting inventory, the ‘Maslach Burnout Inventory’ (MBI), which 

measured engagement as the reverse scores to burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 1997; 

Maslach et al., 2001; Saks & Gruman, 2014). Maslach et al. (2001) thus described 

job engagement as the positive antithesis of burnout. They theorised that 

engagement was “a persistent positive affective state …characterised by high levels 

of activation and pleasure” (p. 416). Conversely, burnout involves the erosion of 

engagement in one’s job, that is, “what started out as important, meaningful and 

challenging work became unpleasant, unfulfilling and meaningless” (Maslach et al., 

2001, p. 416). Engagement is thus portrayed by energy, involvement and efficacy – 

the direct opposites of exhaustion, cynicism and ineffectiveness, i.e. the three 

burnout dimensions (Maslach et al., 2001).  

A range of academic studies have provided empirical support for Maslach’s 

conceptualisation (Bakker et al., 2008; Saks & Gruman, 2014; Schaufeli et al., 2002; 

Shirom, 2003, 2007; Shraga & Shirom, 2009; Wefald, 2008; Wefald & Downey, 

2009). However, there has been much debate about the relationship between 

burnout and engagement and whether it is the antithesis of burnout (Gifford and 

Young, 2021). Some academics suggested that they are opposite ends of a 

continuum (Bakker et al., 2008), whilst others concluded that they were distinct 

concepts (Schaufeli et al., 2002; Shirom, 2004, 2007). Furthermore, research by 

Taris et al. (2017) demonstrated that this conceptual issue has yet to be resolved as 

they concluded that the distinction between burnout and engagement was not clear 

and that they were to a large degree overlapping concepts. Thus, the debate on the 

conceptualisation of burnout and work engagement still continues and is 

problematic. 

Wollard and Shuck (2011) criticised Maslach et al's. (2001) work because they only 

spoke of engagement in generalities, which Shuck and Wollard (2010) argued led to 

the assumption and misperception that it was an organisational variable, rather than 

an individual factor. As a result, they argued that organisational strategies to address 

engagement fail. Maslach (2011) later addressed this criticism by arguing that 

organisational interventions can reduce the impact of burnout and external job 

stressors. However, Maslach did not state how this could be achieved, merely 

suggesting more research was needed (Bailey et al., 2015).  
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Nevertheless, Maslach and Leiter's (1997) early work is important because it viewed 

engagement, in contrast to Kahn (1990), as a more stable and enduring attitudinal 

frame of mind (positive psychological state), which could be assessed by quantitative 

methods, rather than a qualitative behavioural experience that ebbed and flowed 

throughout the work day (Bailey et al., 2015; Schaufeli et al., 2009). This 

development of a measure of engagement thus led to a wealth of academic research 

into the concept, which was redefined and subsequently researched broadly as ‘work 

engagement’ with a psychological state approach. Furthermore, it extended the 

study of burnout and engagement beyond employees doing ‘people work’, 

particularly healthcare professionals, to the wider working population, which added 

weight and validity to the study of engagement as a concept (Bakker & Demerouti, 

2017).  

 

2.5 Work Engagement and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 

Whilst Schaufeli et al. (2002) first used the MBI inventory to test Maslach et al.'s 

(2001) theoretical framework empirically, they subsequently developed their own 

inventory, the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), because they argued that 

the MBI was an unsatisfactory measure of engagement (Schaufeli et al., 2009; Taris 

et al., 2017). 

What distinguished Schaufeli and his colleagues’ work from the burnout antithesis 

approach was that it highlighted the organisational context (the environment) as a 

stable resource that can influence employees’ daily work engagement   (Schaufeli & 

Bakker, 2010). Schaufeli et al. (2002) concluded that engagement was a distinct, 

independent concept that was negatively associated with burnout, a finding that a 

number of their later collaborative studies also concluded (Bakker & Demerouti, 

2008, 2017; González-Romá et al., 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2006, 2008; Xanthopoulou 

et al., 2007).  

In developing their theory, Schaufeli et al. (2002) offered a different definition of 

engagement to that of Kahn (Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 2017; Nimon & Shuck, 2019). 

They redefined engagement as a “positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind 

characterized by vigor, dedication and absorption” (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 74) and 
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renamed this ‘work engagement’ (Nimon & Shuck, 2019), subsequently confirming 

their conceptualisation in further research (Bakker et al., 2008, 2011a; Schaufeli & 

Bakker, 2004, 2010; Schaufeli et al., 2007). Bakker and Demerouti (2008, p. 211) 

thus described engaged employees as having “high levels of energy and are 

enthusiastic about their work” and “are often fully immersed in their work so that time 

flies”. 

The popularity of this multidimensional view of engagement as ‘work engagement’ 

has been confirmed by research and a large number of studies have demonstrated, 

in a wide range of settings, the validity and reliability of the UWES (Schaufeli, 2014) 

as well as being a good predictor of employee, team and organisational outcomes 

(Bakker & Albrecht, 2018). It is also the most frequently used conceptualisation and 

measurement of engagement in academic research (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; 

Christian et al., 2011; Gifford and Young, 2021; Guest, 2014; Hakanan & Roodt, 

2010; Knight et al., 2017a; Madden and Bailey, 2017;  Rich et al., 2010; Shuck, 

2011; Young et al., 2018); indeed it was the predominant definition found in Bailey et 

al.'s (2015) large-scale meta-analysis of engagement research, a finding also 

confirmed by Knight et al.'s (2017a and 2019) later meta-analyses of engagement.  

 

2.5.1 Critique of the Work Engagement Approach  

Despite its popularity, the work engagement approach has been criticised for not 

being a unique concept, or distinct from other constructs such as job satisfaction 

(Christian et al., 2011; Cole et al., 2012; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Newman & 

Harrison, 2008; Saks, 2008; Saks & Gruman, 2014; Schaufeli & De Witte, 2017). 

This led Guest (2014) to conclude that “from a variety of perspectives the 

independence of the work engagement construct remains open to question” (p. 146). 

Furthermore, Schaufeli and De Witte (2017) questioned whether it adds any value in 

understanding the linked concept of burnout, which has been a key focus for work 

engagement researchers. 

Whilst academics tended to agree that work engagement is a psychological state, 

characterised by vigour, dedication and absorption (Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 2017; 

González-Romá et al., 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Schaufeli et al., 2006), they 
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still cannot agree on a definition. Indeed, as recently as 2017, researchers were still 

refining their definitions of work engagement (Bakker, 2017; Shuck et al., 2017).  

Furthermore, work engagement validity continues to be debated (Goering et al., 

2017; Gruman & Saks, 2011; Knight et al., 2017a, 2019; Kulikowski, 2017; 

Kulikowski & Sedlak, 2020; Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Saks & Gruman, 2014; Schaufeli 

& De Witte, 2017; Taris et al., 2017). In their comprehensive critique of the UWES 

measure, Gruman and Saks (2011) commented that there are serious concerns 

about its construct validity and so the results of studies using the UWES must be 

called into question. 

The distinctiveness of the UWES scale from the MBI scale has also been called into 

question (Cole et al., 2012; Nimon & Shuck, 2019), and studies using the UWES 

scale have produced ambiguous findings (Kulikowski, 2017). Wefald et al. (2012, p. 

87) pondered that “the way engagement is typically measured may be inherently 

flawed” and Purcell (2014) observed that work engagement surveys can lead to 

exaggeration of the extent of engagement and Pass (2017) questioned the validity of 

survey responses because she found that respondents’ answers to survey questions 

differed to their responses in semi-structured interviews Fletcher and Robinson 

(2014) added that typically work engagement surveys nearly always avoid negative 

constructs, resulting in ‘acquiescence bias’, that is, a tendency to agree or disagree 

with all items regardless of content and Pass  Thus, Bailey et al. (2015) concluded 

that a significant gap still remains in defining and measuring engagement, 

particularly in the light of Gruman and Saks' (2011) comprehensive critique of the 

UWES measure.   

A further criticism levelled at work engagement is the assumption that it should be 

viewed as a fairly stable persistent high-energy state that emphasises self-

employment of energy and commitment to one’s work activities  (Kahn & Heaphy, 

2014; J. Purcell, 2014). If it is a persistent high-energy state, it is hardly surprising, 

as Rayton and Analeze (2012) commented, and evidenced by 20 years of survey 

research from Gallup (2021a) demonstrates that engagement levels are low. Purcell 

(2014, p. 242)  observed that “what emerges is a profile of a person so engrossed in 

work that it can only apply to a minority of employees”.  However, in response to this 

criticism, researchers have subsequently conducted a number of quantitative 
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longitudinal diary studies that acknowledge the fluctuations of engagement levels, 

exploring the link between fluctuating levels with other variables such as leadership 

behaviour (Bakker, 2014;Bakker & Albrecht, 2018; van Woerkom et al., 2016).  

In summary, whilst work engagement has proved to be the most popular approach, 

there are a number of issues with it highlighted by academics. These criticisms of 

work engagement led Saks and Gruman (2014) to argue that Kahn’s theory was 

more convincing in explaining engagement, because the work engagement concept 

overlaps too much with the burnout construct and other work attitudes. As a result, it 

is less substantial, less meaningful and a less distinctive motivational concept than 

Kahn’s personal role engagement.  Nevertheless, the wealth of research using the 

UWES cannot be ignored as it has informed and continues to inform our 

understanding of the concept, particularly with regard to antecedents and 

consequences.  

 

2.6 Work Engagement and the Job Demands-Resources Model 

At the same time that Schaufeli et al. (2002) were developing the UWES scale, some 

of the group, along with other academic colleagues, in line with the notion of state 

engagement, advanced and developed the Job Demands-Resources Model (JD-R) 

as a heuristic framework to explain the organisational processes of employee 

engagement. They still assumed that engagement was the antithesis of burnout, 

which they then measured using the UWES scale (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, 

2008b; Bauer et al., 2014; Demerouti et al., 2001; Schaufeli, 2014, 2017; Schaufeli & 

Bakker, 2004).  

According to the JD-R theory, work engagement is a function of the job demands 

and the resources provided by the organisation (Schaufeli, 2014). Job demands are 

defined as the “physical, social or organizational aspects of the job that require 

sustained physical and/or psychological (i.e. cognitive and emotional) effort on the 

part of the employee, and are therefore associated with certain physiological and/or 

psychological costs” (Demerouti et al., 2001, p. 501). Job resources refer to the 

“physical, psychological, social and organizational aspects of the job that are either 

functional in achieving work goals, reduce job demands and the associated 

physiological and psychological costs, or stimulate personal growth, learning and 
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development” (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, p. 312). Job demands include role 

ambiguity, heavy workload, emotional exhaustion, and time and work pressures, 

whilst job resources include a range of work-related resources, such as salary, job 

security, role clarity and decision-making participation (Hakanan & Roodt, 2010; 

Hakanen et al., 2006; Llorens et al., 2006; Mauno et al., 2007; Schaufeli & Bakker, 

2004; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Thus, job resources can be thought of as the main 

drivers for engagement, whilst job demands may be perceived as the main cause of 

burnout (Bakker et al., 2014; Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Maslach & Leiter, 2016).  

Bakker and Demerouti (2007, p. 280) further argued that job resources mediated the 

relationship between job demands and burnout, in that they provided “strategies for 

coping with stress”, thus negating the effect of high job demands, so that high job 

demands and high resources resulted in high engagement, not burnout. They also 

distinguished between ‘hindering’ and ‘challenging’ job demands, with the former 

limiting personal growth and goal attainment leading to burnout, and the latter being 

seen more positively as obstacles to be overcome that fostered engagement (Bakker 

& Sanz-Vergel, 2013). Bakker (2017) further argued that highly engaged employees 

display proactive behaviours, or ‘job crafting’, by using their job resources to change 

their work environments for the better. 

In a revised version of the JD-R model, personal resources were added to the 

conceptualisation (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Personal resources include such 

things as self-efficacy, organisation-based self-esteem and optimism, which were 

closely related to individuals’ positive self-evaluation. Xanthopoulou et al. (2007) 

argued that personal resources could be managed and developed, thereby 

facilitating the emergence of strong resilient coping strategies and higher levels of 

engagement (Hakanan & Roodt, 2010). Work engagement mediated the 

relationships between personal and job resources, and organisational outcomes 

(Schaufeli, 2014; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). 

One of the perceived strengths of the JD-R theory is that resources and demands 

may be “applied to various occupational settings irrespective of the particular 

demands and resources involved” (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011, p. 2), as well as being 

used to improve employee well-being and performance (Bakker, 2022; Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007b, 2017b; Bakker & de Vries, 2020; Lesener et al., 2018; Saks & 



35 
 

Gruman, 2014; Stirpe et al., 2022; Taris & Schaufeli, 2018) ). There is an abundance 

of empirical evidence to support the JD-R model (Mazzetti et al., 2021; Schaufeli, 

2014). For example, Xanthopoulou et al. (2007) found that personal resources 

predicted engagement; Crawford et al. (2010) found that demands were positively 

related to burnout, but challenges were positively related to engagement and  Kwon 

and Kim, (2020)) found links with innovative behaviour. Academics confirm that the 

JD-R model is the most prevalent model of engagement used in academic research 

(Crawford et al., 2010; Rich et al., 2010; Saks & Gruman, 2014) and has inspired 

hundreds of studies (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Furthermore, Bailey et al.'s (2015) 

meta-analysis confirmed this popularity, finding that thirty-eight per cent of studies 

they reviewed explained engagement in the context of the model. 

 

Schaufeli et al. (2014, p. 44) suggested that “the heuristic use of the JD-R model in 

combination with its broad scope and flexibility presumably accounts for its current 

proliferation in both research and practice”, a view supported by Bauer et al. (2014). 

Thus, the model is important in terms of its flexibility and breadth, its identification of 

resources and demands that influence work engagement levels, and most 

importantly because it continues to be the most popular model amongst academics 

and practitioners.  

 

 2.6.1 Critique of the JD-R Model Work Engagement Approach  

The popularity of the JD-R model is further evidenced by the limited critique of the 

model beyond that levelled at the overall work engagement philosophy, or its specific 

application and contexts (Borst et al., 2019, 2020; Shirom, 2004, 2007). Bakker and 

Demerouti (2017) do provide some further critique of their model, in terms of areas 

for further research that include more rigorous testing of causality and the subjective 

nature of self-reporting measures. 

 

Saks and Gruman (2014) question whether the JD-R model is really just a 

framework for classifying demands and resources, as well as commenting that we 

need to know much more about what resources are most important for work 

engagement, as well as when and why they will be related to work engagement. 

Bailey et al. (2015) are among the few to provide a general critique of the model. 
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They firstly query whether it is actually a theory or a model. They go on to critique its 

linear nature, its failure to address power and politics, its lack of consideration of 

diversity factors and its focus on the individual level. The latter, they argue, is far 

removed from the actual practice of engagement that can be addressed through 

organisational interventions (see also Jenkins & Delbridge, 2013; Keenoy, 2014).  

 

Whilst the JD-R model is the basis for much research, it fails to address some key 

issues that would better explain the relationships between resources and demands, 

how these can then be addressed at organisational level and, most importantly, why 

employees behave in the way that they do. In other words, why do the demands of 

the job and the resources available to employees lead to (or not lead to) work 

engagement (Saks, 2006)? Indeed, the focus on the individual and the lack of 

consideration of the organisational context have led to other researchers taking a 

different approach that considers the organisational context, and this is discussed in 

the next section.  

 

2.7 Employee Engagement – Behavioural Engagement  

The alternative approach to employee engagement emerged from what was later 

called a ‘multidimensional perspective’ of engagement, and has its foundations in the 

social exchange theory (SET) first espoused by Blau in 1964 (Bailey et al., 2015; 

Saks, 2019; Shuck, 2011). Saks (2006) proposed that engagement is a 

multidimensional construct that identifies job and organisational engagement, with 

the former linked to an employee’s specific role and the latter to an employee’s role 

in an organisation. Drawing on Kahn’s (1990) work, Saks (2006, p. 602) thus defined 

engagement as “a distinct and unique construct that consists of cognitive, emotional 

and behavioral components that are associated with individual role performance”.  

Saks’ theory had similarities with Kahn’s (1990) work because it also focused on role 

performance at work. The innovative aspect of Saks’ work according to Schaufeli 

(2014) is that Saks distinguished between job and organisational engagement, which 

although related, he argued, were distinct constructs. Furthermore, he suggested 

that their antecedents and consequences were not the same. Previous research had 

focused only on the individual (Kular et al., 2008; Megha, 2016). 
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Saks (2006) observed that whilst both Kahn's (1990) and Maslach et al.'s (2001) 

models gave an indication as to the antecedents of engagement, they failed to 

entirely elucidate why then individuals choose to become more or less engaged in 

their work and their organisation. According to Saks (2006), social exchange theory 

provides a strong theoretical rationale for explaining employee engagement, as it is 

based on the norm of reciprocity. That is to say, if an employee is treated well and 

valued by their employer, or given something positive, they will feel obliged to 

reciprocate by exerting more effort, or increasing engagement levels; and this 

relationship will evolve over time to one of trust, loyalty and mutual commitments 

(Bailey et al., 2015; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Guest, 2014; Saks, 2006, 2019). 

Both Kahn’s theory and the JD-R model suggested that these commitments are 

based on the provision of resources by the organisations (Saks, 2006, 2019). Thus 

Saks' (2006) study supported the earlier work of Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) as they 

suggested that antecedent variables influence the development of engagement, and 

engagement mediates the relationship between antecedents and consequences. 

Saks' (2006) study was the first to test these antecedents and consequences of 

employee engagement, as well as to consider organisational engagement in addition 

to job engagement. He found that the only significant predictor of engagement was 

perceived organisational support (POS), which predicted both job and organisational 

engagement, a finding later supported by Alfes et al. (2012), whilst job 

characteristics predicted job engagement and procedural justice predicted 

organisational engagement (Megha, 2016). 

Macey and Schneider (2008) further extended Saks’ (2006) model and defined 

employee engagement as comprising psychological, state, trait and behavioural 

elements. Under these umbrella terms, Macey and Schneider (2008) thus grouped 

together a large number of different variables, such as personality, leadership and 

the characteristics of the job, that they argued had a role to play in the development 

of engagement. Their work received support, particularly with regard to the 

behavioural manifestations of engagement (Christian et al., 2011; Christian & 

Slaughter, 2007), and their multidimensional approach that integrated cognition, 

behaviour and emotional states (Shuck & Wollard, 2010). However, it has also been 

heavily criticised (see for example, Griffin et al., 2008; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010) for 

its lack of clarity and because it is multidimensional. Indeed, Saks (2008, p. 42) 
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himself comments that by integrating older and more developed constructs they 

“have ended up exactly where they began – an imprecise definition and repackaging 

of other constructs”. 

Saks (2019) subsequently revisited his 2006 study data, reanalysing the data using 

the UWES measure of engagement. His revised analysis suggested that there were 

two key drivers of job engagement, namely skills variety and POS, with the latter 

being important for organisational engagement. In terms of consequences, job 

satisfaction and intention to quit were most associated with job engagement, whilst 

organisational commitment and organisational citizenship behaviour were most 

associated with organisational engagement. This reanalysis also supported Saks’ 

reworking of his theoretical musings with Gruman (Saks & Gruman, 2014). Here they 

expanded the concept of the multidimensional approach into what they viewed to be 

an ‘integrative’ employee engagement theory that brought together aspects of 

Kahn's (1990) theory of engagement and Bakker and Demerouti's (2007) JD-R 

model. Saks and Gruman (2014) linked specific engagement antecedents to 

particular psychological conditions and aligned these psychological conditions to 

particular types of employee engagement. 

 

2.7.1 Critique of the Behavioural Engagement Approach 

The lack of clarity over these multidimensional models has led to confusion, and one 

can question how much this approach has really expanded our knowledge of 

employee engagement. Macey and Schneider (2008, p. 3) commented that 

“engagement has a diverse theoretical and empirical ‘nomological net’ and the 

relationship between its antecedents and consequences has not been rigorously 

conceptualised or studied”. Indeed, Saks (2019) concluded in reviewing a number of 

studies that used his measures that what we know about organisational engagement 

is still lacking. Furthermore, organisational engagement focuses on the benefits to 

the organisation but offers nothing in return for the employee (Akingbola & van den 

Berg 2019; Guest, 2014). Thus the central tenet of Saks’ theory of reciprocity does 

not work, as according to Guest, employers must offer a reason for employees to be 

engaged. Schaufeli (2014) and Kwon and Park (2019) further observed that the 
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empirical support for SET and engagement is limited, and despite its appeal, the 

multidimensional approach has not really been taken up by the research community.  

Whilst empirical support from academic studies for Saks’ approach may be limited, 

Bailey et al.'s (2015) meta-analysis found that this multidimensional approach was 

the second most widely used framework to explain engagement. There is also a 

strong link between Saks’ theory and the development of practitioner measures of 

engagement, such as the Gallup Q12 survey instrument, that specifically claim to 

measure ‘employee’ engagement (Harter et al., 2009).  

 

2.7.2 Development of the Behavioural Approach  

Saks’ work is also important because it developed our understanding of the 

antecedents and outcomes of engagement, as well as providing the foundations of 

approaches to engagement that focus on behaviour, rather than psychological 

conditions. These approaches include the work that emanated from the Kingston 

University group of researchers, which was originally sponsored by the UK 

professional body for HR, the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development 

(CIPD) in 2006. This group took a more managerialistic approach to employee 

engagement (Truss et al., 2006). Alfes and her colleagues cite Kahn (1990) as a 

major influence on their work, and see engagement as comprising three core 

dimensions, namely intellectual, affective and social engagement, which clearly 

resonate with Kahn’s theory of physical, cognitive and emotional engagement. Alfes 

et al. (2010, p. 5) define employee engagement as “being positively present during 

the performance of work by willingly contributing intellectual effort, experiencing 

positive emotions and meaningful connections to others”. 

In contrast to work engagement, Alfes et al.'s (2010) conceptualisation aligns more 

with HR, practitioner and consultancy research that links engagement to HR 

practices (Alfes et al., 2012, 2013;  Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Cushen & 

Thompson, 2012; Hope-Hailey et al., 2012; Jenkins & Delbridge, 2013; Presbitero, 

2017; Rees & Rumbles, 2012; Rumbles & Rees, 2013; Townsend et al., 2013; Truss 

et al., 2013). Research has examined engagement in relation to HRM practices  and 

competitive advantage (Albrecht et al., 2015; Kerdpitak & Jermsittiparsert, 2020); 
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employee voice and communications (Farndale et al., 2011; Kwon et al., 2016; Kwon 

& Farndale, 2020; Purcell, 2014; Rees et al., 2013; Reissner & Pagan, 2013; Ruck et 

al., 2017), well-being (Fairhurst & O'Connor, 2010; Soane et al., 2013; Truss et al., 

2013); performance (Alfes et al., 2010, 2013; Gatenby et al., 2009; Hope-Hailey et 

al., 2012; Mackay et al., 2017; Macleod & Clarke, 2009; Riyanto & Herlissha, 2021; 

Truss,et al., 2006); employment relations and performance (Gomez et al., 2019; 

Kaufman et al., 2018; Wilkinson et al., 2018); talent management (Alias et al., 2014, 

2017; Pandita & Ray, 2018; Tetik & Zaim, 2021) and with knowledge management 

and performance  (Menike et al., 2022). 

Truss et al. (2013, p. 2660) highlight conceptual issues in organisational applications 

and caution against “the bending of engagement to the policy, professional, 

consultancy and managerialistic agendas”. Indeed, whilst the highly influential policy-

orientated work advocated by Macleod and Clarke (2009) cited the work of the 

Kingston group, and in particular Truss herself, their report glosses over both 

measurement and conceptual issues. 

However, engagement as a management practice, according to Truss et al. (2013), 

is emerging field of research that offers rich potential for further development, and 

may provide insights for HR practitioners that can help them facilitate positive 

employee outcomes (Bailey et al., 2015, 2019). It has also seen the emergence of 

some qualitative studies (see Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Banihani & Syed, 2017; 

Borst et al., 2019, 2020; Jenkins & Delbridge, 2013; Lang, 2019; Ray, 2019). These 

qualitative studies also give insight into the potential value of the context for 

engagement. For example, Jenkins and Delbridge (2013) found that the industry 

sector, as well as market conditions, could influence the approach to engagement 

within organisations. Borst et al. (2019) noted that the relationships between work 

engagement and other work-related attitudes tended to be stronger for public-sector 

than for private employees. These findings suggest that a more contextualized 

analysis of engagement is needed, because when we examine engagement in 

context, we can better identify the specific range of influencing factors, as well as the 

precise ways in which engagement is experienced (Fletcher et al., 2018).    
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2.8 Re-Engaging with Kahn  

Research into engagement continues to proliferate with the main protagonists of the 

various approaches continuing to research and provide further insights into their 

conceptualisations, antecedents and outcomes of engagement.  

The enduring popularity of work engagement approach is evidenced by the wealth of 

research studies that continue to take this perspective.  Indeed, the Utrecht School 

of researchers including the original proponents of the work engagement approach 

are still revising measures (Schaufeli et al., 2017), operationalizing their research 

and publishing studies into work engagement and its various elements, such as 

leadership and performance. (See for example, Bakker & de Vries, 2020; Hakanen 

et al., 2021; Martinez et al., 2020; Robijn et al., 2020; Seppälä et al., 2018; Shimazu 

et al., 2018; Van Tuin et al., 2021).  

Similarly, those that favour the JD-R model continue to research engagement using 

this model, further exploring how job demands and resources influence engagement. 

Knight et al.’s (2017; 2019) meta-analyses of recent research, using the JD-R 

approach noted that the focus of these studies has been on the design and 

implementation of interventions to ‘harness the positive power of work engagement’.  

They concluded that work place interventions can be effective and link these to 

personal and job resources and well-being.  Two recent studies by Yalabik et al. 

(2017) and Shuck et al (2021a) are relevant to this research context in that they 

identified job satisfaction as an antecedent job resource rather than an outcome of 

engagement and that the relationship between antecedents and outcomes can be 

best understood by reciprocal relationships (SET).   

Thus, research into engagement has continued much in the same vein in that work 

engagement and JD-R model of engagement still dominate the academic research 

agenda rather than exploring Kahn’s original theory of personal role engagement. 

However, there has been a recent resurgence of interest in Kahn’s conceptualisation 

and the next sections reappraises and provides limited critique of Kahn’s theory, as 

well as reviewing studies that support his work in order to demonstrate that Kahn’s 

work is worthy of reappraisal. 
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2.8.1 Lack of Research and Critique of Kahn’s Conceptualisation 

Despite Kahn’s conceptualisation being both widely quoted and regarded as the 

seminal foundation of academic research into engagement, there is little or no 

critique of his theory in the extensive academic literature on engagement. Kahn 

(1990) himself focused on directions for future research rather than the limitations of 

his research.  One thus ponders whether the critique of Kahn’s work is more implied 

in that it has been somewhat marginalised in favour of alternative approaches, or 

simply taken for granted. Not only were researchers somewhat slow to explore 

Kahn’s ideas further (Guest, 2014), it was not until early in the twenty first century 

that research into engagement flourished, but subsequent research has followed a 

different approach being positivistic and quantifiable. Bailey et al (2015) in their 

meta-analysis commented that the shift away from Kahn’s conceptualisation is 

notable. As late as 2006, Saks observed that “there is a surprising dearth of research 

on employee engagement in the academic literature” (Saks, 2006, p600).   As Shuck 

and Wollard (2010) commented Kahn’s conceptualisation was foundational for the 

‘scaffolding of the construct’ and many of the subsequent conceptualisations are 

based on his work. However, most of the research, whilst influenced by his 

conceptualisation has not explored it further (Wollard and Shuck, 2011). Indeed, 

Fletcher (2017, p.452) pondered why Kahn’s research was not integrated by Bakker, 

Schaufeli and colleagues into their research on work engagement. He suggested 

that this was “somewhat short sighted and requires rectification” because he argued 

personal engagement is a more distinctive motivational concept. 

 

One explanation for the lack of research is that whilst Kahn (1990, 1992) presents a 

comprehensive theoretical model, he did not operationalise the concept (Schaufeli et 

al., 2002). Kahn (2010) later argued that engagement is not just about physical 

presence but involves emotional and cognitive presence too which are more difficult 

to quantify or measure.  This begs the question why then did Kahn not conduct 

further qualitative research? Indeed, it took another twenty years for researchers to 

explore Kahn’s theory using qualitative methods (see Shuck et al., 2011b; Jones et 

al., 2011).  Furthermore, Shuck (2019) suggested that Kahn’s qualitative 

methodology has been somewhat overshadowed by the fact that it is viewed as the 

seminal work, so that it is perhaps not surprising subsequent researchers have used 
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Kahn’s work to develop their own theories of engagement and survey instruments 

(Bakker, 2017; Megha, 2016). Nevertheless, Kahn’s (1990) theoretical framework 

forms the foundation for and has significantly influenced much of the field of 

engagement research.  

 

2.8.2 Studies Supporting Kahn’s Work  

There are, however, a small number of studies that provide empirical support for, 

and further insights into, Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation and are worthy of review 

here in charting the development of research into engagement. One of the first 

studies to explore Kahn’s personal engagement was conducted by Britt et al. (2001). 

They confirmed Kahn’s thoughts on meaning, as they found that engagement in 

meaningful work can lead to perceived benefits from that work. Rothbard (2001) 

developed Kahn’s (1990) model focusing on extrapolations of his factors, attention, 

absorption and depletion, confirming that psychological availability was influenced by 

the interplay between work and non-work activities. Rothbard’s (2001) findings were 

later endorsed by Gorgievski et al. (2010), who found that engaged employees 

enjoyed doing other things outside of work and for them working was fun, rather than 

a depletion activity.   

A large-scale meta-analysis conducted by Harter et al. (2002) that was later 

endorsed by Harter et al.'s (2016) meta-analysis, also offered support for Kahn’s 

conceptualisation. Harter et al. (2002) argued that engagement occurred when 

individuals were cognitively vigilant and emotionally connected to others. They found 

that engagement was linked to such variables as employee turnover, customer 

satisfaction/loyalty, safety and to a lesser extent productivity and profitability. Harter 

et al.'s (2002) early work is of interest because it was the first to suggest that there 

were business benefits, particularly a profit linkage, from having engaged 

employees. Thus, according to Wollard and Shuck (2011), it became the catalyst for 

the resultant increased interest in the concept, rather than Kahn’s conceptualisation, 

particularly amongst consultants and practitioners.  Interestingly that whilst all these 

early studies drew upon elements of Kahn’s conceptualisation, Britt makes no 

reference and Rothbard and Harter et al. only make limited references to Kahn’s 

theory in their research. 
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The first study to empirically test and provide strong empirical endorsement of 

Kahn’s conceptualisation of all three psychological conditions of engagement was 

conducted by May et al. (2004). They found that all three conditions had a positive 

relationship with engagement, with meaningfulness being the strongest. They also 

found that job enrichment and work role fit were positively related to meaningfulness. 

Rewarding and supportive co-work and supervisor relationships were positively 

linked to safety. Personal resources were positively associated with availability, but 

in contrast to Rothbard (2001), they found availability was negatively associated with 

outside activities. Rich et al. (2010) also provided empirical evidence in support of 

Kahn’s (1990) theory. They found that engagement mediated the relationship 

between three antecedents (value congruence, perceived organisational support and 

core self- evaluations) and a wide array of positive behavioural outcomes, including 

task performance and organisational citizenship behaviour. They concluded that 

Kahn’s theoretical model provided a sound conceptual basis for research into 

engagement, as well as finding that his conceptualisation of engagement, as 

“investment of an individual’s complete self into a role, provides a comprehensive 

explanation of relationships with performance” (Rich et al., 2010, p. 617).   

 

Rather surprisingly, it was not until 2011 that any researchers undertook a qualitative 

exploration of Kahn’s (1990) theory. Yet according to Shuck (2019), some of the 

most foundational research into employee engagement has been qualitatively 

focused. Shuck et al. (2011b) provided the first qualitative support for Kahn’s 

conceptualisation through a case study that examined the subjective experiences of 

being engaged from the employee’s perspective. They confirmed Kahn’s (1990) and 

Rich et al.’s (2010) conclusion that engagement was an individual choice, but in 

addition that employees desired the experience of engagement, seeking 

opportunities for fulfilment and self-expression at work.  Shuck et al. (2011b) drew on 

the theoretical work of Kahn and Maslow in developing a hierarchical model of 

employee engagement and disengagement that was mediated by environmental 

elements, both tangible and intangible, and internal and external person 

characteristics. They surmised that the interplay between the individual, their work 

and their home environments created engagement, and that the employee’s 
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manager played a critical role in developing relationships with their staff, as well as in 

creating a supportive working environment that then fostered individual engagement.  

As already stated there has been very little research into engagement aligning with 

Kahn’s original conceptualisation. However, more recently there has been a renewed 

interest in Kahn’s work with a few studies exploring elements of his conceptualisation 

in a number of different settings and contexts.  These studies are briefly discussed 

here to add weight to the argument that Kahn’s original conceptualisation is worthy 

of being re-examined.   

Chen and Huang (2016) examined personal engagement in relation to work-family 

conflict and innovative behaviour in China. Their study drew on Kahn’s (1990) 

engagement theory and conservation of resources view to explain how the 

leadership style, colleague support and self-esteem can increase personal 

engagement, which, in turn, increased positive organization behaviour and 

conversely negative organization behaviour increased work-family conflict. 

Furthermore, they argued that their research validated Kahn’s psychological 

conditions of meaningfulness, safety and availability.   

Fletcher (2017) was one of the first to explore the everyday experiences of personal 

engagement, connecting Kahn’s (1990) personal role theory with the Job Demands-

Resources (JD-R) model developed by Bakker and Demerouti (2008). Fletcher 

undertook qualitative research that explored the factors that heightened, or reduced 

personal role engagement finding that resources and demands seemed to influence 

personal role engagement through the psychological conditions of meaningfulness, 

availability and, to some degree, safety. In particular, he highlighted the link between 

supervisor and co-worker relations in fostering or hindering engagement. 

Furthermore, Fletcher (2017) highlighted the importance of the work context as 

influencing personal role engagement. 

Crawford (2018) looked at personal engagement in the context of education.  She 

argued that focusing on personal engagement can help understand not only some of 

the complex emotions of the educational setting, but also refresh the relationship 

between emotions and engagement in schools. Thus, engagement as defined by 

Kahn (1992) she argued is a key means of explaining the particular relationships 

between individual characteristics, organisational factors and job performance. 
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Furthermore, understanding what it means to be personally engaged underlines the 

complex relationship between task performance and the behaviour of the individual 

in a specific setting. Whilst Crawford (2018) did not collect empirical data, her paper 

makes a strong argument for conducting research using Kahn’s conceptualisation 

because she emphasises the importance of personal relationships and emotions in 

engagement in her arguments that promote the simultaneous investment of 

cognitive, affective and physical energies.  

Gupta and Shukla (2018) examined engagement in the context of knowledge 

workers working in the IT sector in India.  Their study compared personal 

engagement, work engagement and job engagement. They found that personal 

engagement as measured by May et al.’s (2004) scale, that was based on Kahn’s 

conceptualisation was a stronger predictor of task performance than work 

engagement (measured by the Utrecht scale); and they encouraged HRD 

professionals to use the personal engagement scale to assess the engagement 

levels of the employees. They also recommend that HRD interventions are required 

to know the specific non work related factors that motivate employees to personally 

engage themselves. Furthermore, they highlight the importance of studying personal 

engagement in the context of countries like India, because of the rapidly changing 

business and HR environment. 

All these studies demonstrate that Kahn’s original conceptualisation is still relevant in 

the 21st century and in particular as Fletcher et al. (2020) and Shuck et al (2021b) all 

argue for the importance of examining how personal engagement manifests in 

different contexts. The context of engagement is relevant to this enquiry and the next 

section will discuss the limited research into engagement within the context of the 

social care sector. 

 

2.9 Employee Engagement in the Social Care Sector 

The roots of positive psychology, burnout and engagement have their antecedents in 

healthcare research. These studies have tended to focus on engagement and 

related concepts such as job satisfaction among professional staff such as doctors 

and nurses (see, for example, Collini et al., 2015; Gengoux & Roberts, 2018; 
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Iliopoulos et al., 2018a, 2018b; Khamisa et al., 2013, 2016, 2017; Knight et al., 

2017a). However, research into engagement in the social care sector is limited (Law 

and Ashworth, 2022). The wider context of social care has been discussed in 

chapter one, so this section reviews the limited research into engagement and other 

relevant concepts within this context in order to situate and justify the focus of this 

research investigation, as well as to give a better understanding of engagement 

processes within this context. 

There are a number of studies carried out in healthcare that found that related 

concepts such as job satisfaction were linked to engagement (Shantz et al., 2016) 

and that engagement mediated the relationship between concepts (Hakanen et al., 

2008). Whilst these studies focussed on professional staff, some of the studies could 

have resonance for care workers too. For example, Collini et al. (2015) found that 

good interpersonal relationships at work fostered engagement and reduced turnover 

of nursing staff, and Iliopoulos et al. (2018a, 2018b) found that opportunities for 

learning and development were linked to increased job satisfaction and engagement. 

Other studies (Gengoux & Roberts, 2018; Khamisa et al., 2013, 2015, 2017) found 

that high levels of stress and burnout influenced engagement levels for nursing staff, 

thus linking well-being to engagement and burnout. Gengoux and Roberts (2018) 

also highlighted the challenges of practice in mental healthcare (the organisational 

context of this study) including challenging patient behaviour and burnout that could 

place greater pressure on individuals’ resources. Strömgren et al. (2016) found that 

social capital was strongly related to job satisfaction and engagement amongst 

healthcare professionals. This study is important as social capital theory identifies 

norms of reciprocity, recognition and trust that are fundamental to engagement in 

building trusting and reciprocal relationships, as well as employee well-being. 

There are a growing number of studies in the health care sector that link 

engagement to altruistic feelings, behaviours and motivations (Fletcher et al, 2020). 

In caring environments compassion for others is an important dimension for 

engagement and meaningful work. Care work is seen as rewarding because workers 

feel a sense of helping and making a difference to the lives of those whom they 

provide care.  (Cetrano et al., 2017; Fairlie, 2011; Folbre, 2012; Francis & Keegan, 

2020; Hebson et al., 2015; Ledikwe et al., 2018).  However, Francis and Keegan 

(2020) found that there were increasing tensions between this desire to make a 
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difference, providing quality care for service users and increasing pressures on 

resources, particularly time to do more with less. That is to say engaged employees 

were expected to work ever longer and harder with negative outcomes for their well-

being.    

The importance of context was highlighted in Schopman et al.'s ( 2017) study of 

Dutch healthcare workers, which found that engagement levels were dependent on 

where individuals worked within the sector. They also identified the important role of 

supervisors in motivating and engaging their staff. In understanding their individual 

staff’s intrinsic motivations to work, supervisors could better foster engagement. The 

role of supervisor behaviour was also highlighted in studies by Parr et al. (2021) in 

improving staff relations and thus quality of patient care; by Mahon (2021) in 

reducing staff burnout, and by Vermaak et al. (2017) in negating the impact of shift 

working on well-being and engagement. Vermaak et al. (2017) also observed that 

nurses were better able to harness the emotional resources required if they had a 

better fit between their work schedule and their private lives, or as Lopes Costa et al. 

(2016) found in having good social support systems outside of work.  

Hebson et al.'s (2015) study of female care workers explored the reasons for 

reported job satisfaction, a concept related to engagement. These reasons have 

strong resonance with Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation in that the sources of 

satisfaction, namely autonomy, responsibility, rewarding and meaningful work, and 

good working relationships were similar to those contributing to engagement. 

Hebson et al.'s (2015) findings were also endorsed by other studies, particularly with 

regard to autonomy and responsibility (Maurits et al., 2015; Tummers et al., 2013). 

Autonomy was also linked to reduced turnover intentions (Bratt & Gautun, 2018; 

Brunetto & Teo, 2013; Maurits et al., 2015; Tummers et al., 2013). Furthermore, 

Hebson et al. (2015) identified (as with engagement research) that the largely 

quantitative measures may have overstated job satisfaction levels. 

In a minimum wage environment, financial rewards are a pertinent theme, but whilst 

financial rewards are a theme that is explored in engagement literature only Sarti 

(2014) studied this in relation to the care sector. She found that when taken into 

context with other job resources using the Job Demands-Resources framework, 

financial rewards did not contribute significantly to work engagement amongst care 
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workers (nurses and assistants) based in residential care homes. She did, however, 

find that opportunities to learn, co-worker and supervisor support along with decision 

authority were the most important job resources. She concluded that financial 

rewards do not play any relevant role in explaining work engagement in this context. 

Kulikowski and Sedlak (2020) subsequently agreed, as they found no evidence that 

financial rewards influenced work engagement. They also found only limited 

evidence in their review of previous work engagement studies that there was a 

positive relationship between financial rewards and work engagement. They 

concluded that you cannot buy work engagement. 

Whilst this research was conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic there is a 

burgeoning body of research from a number of countries, particularly China, that 

considers the effect of the pandemic on engagement for front line health workers, 

mainly nursing staff dealing with COVID patients. What is interesting from these 

studies is that whilst this stressful situation had a negative effect on burnout and 

mental health, work engagement for many of these staff was found to be heightened 

during the pandemic. It is suggested that this was linked to altruistic feelings of 

making a difference and positive relationships and support from supervisors and co-

workers that have resonance in this study (See for example, Allande-Cussó et al., 

2021; Gómez-Salgado et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2021; Poelmann et al., 2021; Xu et al., 

2021; M. Zhang et al., 2021; N. Zhang et al., 2022).   

In summary, the research into the care sector demonstrates that this is an under-

researched area (Law & Ashworth, 2022) with only a limited number of studies either 

exploring engagement or related themes.  Furthermore, research has tended to 

focus on professionals and white-collar workers rather than lower level support 

workers that are researched in this study.  

 

2.10 Conclusions from the Literature Review 

The recent resurgence of interest in Kahn’s original conceptualisation as noted in 

section 2.8.2 (see for example, Chen and Huang, 2016; Crawford, 2018; Fletcher, 

2016, 2019, Fletcher et al., 2019; Gupta and Shukla, 2018; Shuck et al., 2021a), 

suggests that Kahn’s conceptualisation is worth reappraising in examining the 
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individual experiences of being engaged for care workers.  Kahn’s (1990) theory has 

not been explicitly critiqued in the extensive literature on engagement. Instead it has 

largely been used either as ‘scaffolding’ of the construct (Shuck and Wollard, 2010), 

or even somewhat ignored, marginalised, or taken for granted by subsequent 

researchers.  As a result, whilst acknowledging Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation the 

dominant research paradigm of state engagement has failed to “appreciate the more 

subtle and discretionary self-orientated aspects of employee engagement that in our 

view are at the heart of Kahn’s definition” (Sambrook et al., 2014, p175).    

This literature review has charted and critiqued the development of the concept of 

employee engagement from the seminal work of Kahn through to the present day. 

These approaches fall broadly into three categories, namely; personal disposition 

(trait engagement); a psychological state (state engagement); or as a set of 

behaviours (behavioural engagement) (Meyer & Schneider, 2021). These differing 

approaches to employee engagement have thus led to broad, inconsistent and 

somewhat contradictory definitions of engagement.  Academics have thus described 

the concept as “lacking consistency in definition” (Shuck & Reio, 2011, p. 420) and 

exhibiting “indistinctness” (Schaufeli, 2014, p. 15). Shuck et al. (2017) commented 

that “the meaning of employee engagement remains conflated and confused”.  As 

such, Kaufman et al. (2020) commented that some writers have concluded that the 

debate over definition of the concept is unnecessary and unproductive.  For 

example, Purcell (2012, p.13) stated that “I don’t think it matters that employee 

engagement is a term capable of many meanings.” What is more important is that if 

employees feel that their organisation is supportive they will respond positively with 

cooperative behaviours of benefit to the organisation ( Purcell, 2012).  Thus 

Sambrook (2021) recently concluded that we should embrace the divergence of 

approaches and simply agree to disagree.  Furthermore,  Bailey (2022) observed 

that for practitioners, conceptualisation and precise measurement is of less concern 

than conducting research that meets the needs of practitioners in terms of the reality 

of organisational life. This then suggests that exploring the experience of being 

engaged, and its implications for practice, as in the case of this study, is perhaps 

more important in developing our understanding of engagement rather than focusing 

on conceptualisation.   
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Furthermore, what is clear from the prolific amount of academic and practitioner 

research and literature is that no one conceptualisation is generally considered 

superior to another (Meyer & Schneider, 2021).  Whilst the work engagement 

definition of engagement has been the most predominant definition (Bailey et al., 

2015; Knight et al., 2017a, 2019) and the JD-R model is the most prevalent model of 

engagement used in academic research (Bailey et al., 2015: Bakker & Demerouti, 

2017; Crawford et al., 2010; Rich et al., 2010; Saks & Gruman, 2014), these 

approaches, as with other approaches, have all been critiqued.    

Thus, Kahn’s model of personal engagement is revisited in this study not only 

because of its conceptual qualities, but also because of the relative failings of its 

competition. Kahn provides a succinct and clear central construct comprising of the 

three core facets as well as provides a broader description of the psychological pre-

conditions which must be fulfilled for an individual to achieve full psychological 

presence.  As such it is less vulnerable to the criticisms common to the other 

constructs. In contrast, work engagement suffers from a lack of conceptual clarity 

primarily because of its developments from its burnout roots and as such discussions 

as to its core components have not really been solved. The employee engagement 

approach suffers because their construct is too wide without sufficient conceptual 

clarity, effectively trying to include a variety of similar psychological constructs under 

the one umbrella term. Job Demands-Resource has a similarly wide conceptual 

reach and is more of a theory of antecedent states than engagement itself. Kahn 

(1990, 1992) arguably avoids these problems by providing theoretical clarity with 

antecedent flexibility. Furthermore, his methodology ensured a strong level of data 

saturation that led to the theory development that forms the basis of most 

subsequent research. 

The limited research into Kahn’s conceptualisation and the care sector context 

suggests some potential gaps in our knowledge.  Kahn (1990) argued that to be fully 

engaged all three of his psychological preconditions had to be met, but there is a 

suggestion from the research that one or other of these preconditions is more 

influential than others. For example, May et al (2004) found that meaningfulness was 

more strongly associated with engagement than safety or availability.   In addition, 

for care workers, is meaningfulness mainly gained through altruism, in feeling one is 
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making a difference, but then does then this negatively affect care workers 

availability (Francis & Keegan, 2020).   

Both academic and practitioner research has over-relied on quantitative research.  

Whilst there is a large body of high-quality evidence with regard to employee 

engagement from this research, there are still gaps in our knowledge (Bailey et al., 

2015).  In particular, the research to date has somewhat overlooked the individual 

employee’s unique experience of their engagement, as well as the relational aspects 

of engagement that may be obtained through taking a more qualitative approach 

(Kahn and Heaphy, 2014; Sambrook et al., 2014; Wollard and Shuck, 2011).  Thus 

Sambrook (2021) called for more research that takes an employee centred 

situationally sensitive approach. 

Furthermore, research has somewhat overlooked the contextual factors that could 

influence the individual experiences of being engaged that some qualitative 

researchers have begun to explore (see Borst et., 2019, 2020, Fletcher et al., 2020; 

Jenkins & Delbridge, 2013) and has recently been highlighted as an issue that is 

worth further investigation in aiding our understanding of the phenomenon (Bailey et 

al., 2019; Shuck et al 2021a). The context for engagement is of importance for this 

study. Whilst engagement has been widely researched within the healthcare sector, 

in relation to professional staff (Collini et al., 2015; Gengoux & Roberts, 2018; 

Iliopoulos et al., 2018a, 2018b; Khamisa et al., 2013, 2015, 2016, 2017; Knight,et al., 

2017), there is limited research into non-professional staff and social care and 

perhaps the care home setting of this research is even more pertinent in terms of 

context, as a result of the recent COVID19 pandemic. Furthermore, Kahn (1990) 

himself acknowledged that his conceptualisation offered a general explanation of the 

conditions for personal engagement and consideration needed to be given to how 

these specifically apply in in different contexts and for different individuals. 

In proposing to take a more exploratory and qualitative research approach, this study 

will aim to address some of the current gaps in the research, re-engaging with and 

reappraising Kahn’s conceptualisation in the interpretation of the findings. 

Furthermore, the research will be conducted in an area that has had, to date, only 

limited research with regard to engagement. In taking this approach, the research 

seeks to understand better the concept and behaviours relating to employee 
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engagement from the individual’s perspective within the context of the care home 

environment. The research methods and methodology will now be discussed in 

detail in the next chapter.   
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Chapter 3 Research Methodology and Research Methods 

3.1 Introduction 

Perriton (2001) observed that the methodology chapter’s purpose is to ‘tell the story’ 

of the researcher and the research and to provide a degree of reflexivity to reflect on 

your research methods and how and why you approached your research in the way 

that you did – in other words, managing the relationship between the philosophical 

underpinning and the operationalisation of the research (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 

2000). This chapter aims to tell this story through describing, explaining and 

justifying the methods of research and the methodological positions chosen in this 

study and the rationale for these choices. This begins with an examination of the 

issues regarding the dominant positivist research paradigm into employee 

engagement and consequently why a more phenomenological, pragmatic and 

abductive approach was adopted in this study. 

This chapter then examines the philosophical underpinnings of the nature of reality 

and knowledge building and the justification for the philosophical strategy, design 

and methodological approach. The selection of research methods under the case 

study umbrella is then described alongside the arguments for taking this approach 

including ethical considerations. Methods of data analysis that are in keeping with 

the overall research approach are examined.  

 

3.2 The Tradition of Employee Engagement Research  

The majority of research in the social sciences takes a positivistic, quantitative 

approach (Healy & Perry, 2000; Myers, 2019) that aims to test theory and find 

causality through empirical measurement and provide objective, deductive and 

nomological explanations of the data (Cascio, 2012; Edmondson & Mcmanus, 2007). 

This is also true of research into engagement, whether it be categorised as work or 

employee engagement, as it is also firmly grounded in quantitative methods, with the 

UWES measure and conceptualisation dominating the research agenda (Bailey et 

al., 2015; Gifford & Young 2021).  
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Why then has the majority of engagement research been conducted using self-

reported survey questionnaires? The reason for using existing instruments to test 

hypotheses and advance knowledge may simply be that it is easier to use and justify 

a measure and approach that has already been validated. This is certainly endorsed 

by the sheer number of studies using these instruments (Bailey et al., 2015; Gifford 

& Young, 2021; Knight et al., 2017a). In addition, from the practitioner perspective of 

management consultancy organisations and HRM, these quantitative survey 

methods have been used to develop mass market survey instruments, which they 

claim can be delivered within organisations to measure engagement levels (Briner, 

2014; Guest, 2014). 

The ease of administering survey instruments and analysing the data might partly 

explain why there has been a preference for quantitative studies. Indeed, Kleinman 

and Kolb (2011) argued that conducting qualitative research is hard because it seeks 

to go beyond mere causal explanations of the phenomenon to interpret why 

individuals respond as they do. It may also be that there is a misperception that only 

quantitative data can be counted, compared and analysed systematically, as once 

coded, so can qualitative data (Kleinman et al., 1997). Whatever the explanation, the 

result is that quantitative research has somewhat failed to capture the individual and 

evolving experiences of engagement and the richness and depth that can be gained 

from employing more qualitative methods (Sambrook et al., 2014)  Whilst 

quantitative studies have demonstrated that engagement is linked to an array of 

positive outcomes there are still gaps in our knowledge with regard to how 

individuals experience engagement. (Bailey et al., 2015) and they have provided 

limited insight for practitioners as to how these positive outcomes can be achieved 

(Bailey et al., 2015; Sambrook et al., 2014). Kahn’s seminal work on employee 

engagement took a qualitative approach that combined qualitative data collection 

methods, including observations and interviews, that allowed him to inductively 

develop his theory of engagement, which is widely regarded as the seminal 

foundation of all research into engagement (Bailey et al., 2015; Truss, 2014). Kahn 

argued that researchers needed to forego their attachment to quantitative methods 

that are neither designed for, nor able to “get at the depth” to fully understand 

engagement (Kahn, 1992, p. 344). Yet, despite Kahn’s early call for more qualitative 

research into engagement, it is only recently that scholars have begun to recognise 
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the value of more interpretive approaches to studying who people are and what they 

do at work (Bailey, 2016; Bailey et al., 2015; Sambrook et al., 2014), as well as 

better understanding and interpretation of the context (Kleinman & Kolb, 2011).  In 

effect a more situationally sensitive and employee centred approach (Sambrook, 

2021). Thus, there is an opportunity to explore the phenomenon in a more grounded 

manner that recognises that engagement cannot necessarily be measured and 

needs to be better understood from the individuals’ perspective and for a 

professional doctorate study to consider the implications for practice. 

 

3.3 Philosophical positioning  

Silverman (2006) somewhat controversially argued that researchers do not really 

need to know and understand the meaning of different philosophical approaches in 

order to carry out good research. However, it is important for a researcher to 

understand the philosophical positioning underpinning their study. As such, the 

nature of reality, knowledge, values and ethics ascribed to this research is discussed 

here. 

Ontology relates to the nature of reality, that is to say, what things, if any, have 

existence or whether reality is the “product of one’s mind” (Louis et al., 1983). The 

majority of research falls into two ontological paradigms, positivism and 

interpretivism but there is an alternative approach that of pragmatism, which is 

adopted in this study. 

Positivism is based on a realist ontology that assumes that observation is theory-

neutral and that the role of scientific research is to identify law-like generalisations 

that account for what has been observed, so it might be predicted and controlled 

(Krauss, 2005; Leitch et al., 2010). Positivism and its related quantitative methods 

usually assume that there is an objective world independent of the observer that can 

be represented and measured by concepts, variables and propositions (Bonache, 

2020; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016).  

Interpretivism is based on a life world ontology, which argues that all observation is 

theory- and value-laden, and that the investigation of the social world is not, and 

cannot be, the pursuit of detached objective truth (Leitch et al., 2010). An 
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interpretivist ontology assumes reality is multi-layered, complex, has multiple 

interpretations, may change over time and is based upon individual perceptions and 

experiences and interpretations (Blaikie, 1993; Collins & Hussey, 2014; Cresswell, 

2013; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016; Gasson, 2002; Krausse, 2005; Muhaise et al., 

2020).  

In contrast to the main philosophical approaches, pragmatism is not committed to 

any single system reality. Reality is grounded in the environment and is actively 

created as individuals act in the world.  Reality is not static, but ever changing, based 

on human experience (Goles & Hirschheim, 2000; Morgan, 2014).  As such there are 

singular and multiple realities that are open to empirical inquiry (Cresswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011).  Pragmatists view reality as a normative concept and maintain that 

reality is what works (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). According to James (2000) for 

pragmatists, reality is true as long as it proves itself to be good, aligns with other 

parts of our experience and has stood the test of scrutiny over time. However, this 

does not simply mean that “if it works then it’s true” (Boisvert, 1998, p.31), rather that 

truth and reality cannot be separated from human experience and needs, and is 

dependent on the context (Dillon et al., 2000). Thus, “in contrast to philosophies that 

emphasize the nature of reality, pragmatists emphasize the nature of experience” 

(Morgan 2014, p. 27).  Indeed, pragmatists’ emphasis the ‘situational’ nature of 

reality, its relevance to real life and thus the consequences of human interaction 

(Aitkin, 2006). James (1977, p379) commented “the whole function of philosophy 

ought to be to find out what difference it will make to you and me, at definite instants 

of our life, if this world-formula or that world-formula be the one which is true”. 

Epistemology relates to the question ‘what is knowledge’? Crotty (1998, p. 3) defines 

epistemology as “the theory of knowledge embedded in the theoretical perspective 

and thereby in the methodology” – in other words, our way of looking at the world 

and how we make sense of it. Much management research has been based upon 

the assumption that reality is objective, knowledge is out there waiting to be 

discovered and can be identified and communicated to others (Holden & Lynch, 

2006). The interpretivist epistemology looks for subjective meanings and social 

phenomena that focus upon the details of a situation, applying subjective meanings 

and motivations to the actions of individuals, in order to gain knowledge to 

understand the reality of the situation and to understand people’s shared and diverse 
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perceptions of reality (Alvesson & Deetz, 2011; Collins & Hussey, 2014; Muhaise et 

al., 2020).  

For pragmatists knowledge is always based on experience (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). 

Pragmatic thinking regards knowledge as consequential, generated after action and 

reflection on action, even if can use what we know already to guide our actions. The 

world is out there, but our knowledge of it is always interpretative and socially 

constructed by people to cope with the worlds in which they find themselves in 

(James, 2000; Morgan, 2014). The process of acquiring knowledge is a continuum 

rather than two opposing and mutually exclusive poles of either subjectivity or 

objectivity (Goles and Hirschheim, 2000).  Pragmatist epistemology does not view 

knowledge as reality (Rorty, 1980), rather it is constructed from our beliefs, habits 

and experiences with a purpose to better manage our existence and our participation 

in the world (Goldkuhl, 2012). Indeed, Dewey (1931, 1938) one of the early 

pragmatist thinkers, rejected the term epistemology, preferring the term ‘theory of 

inquiry’ where inquiry is an investigation to understand reality and to create 

knowledge to bring change in that part of reality (Maarouf, 2019).  A central tenet in 

pragmatic inquiry is the view that all research should emanate from a desire to 

produce useful and actionable knowledge (Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020). In effect, 

‘practical reasoning’ that has some practical impact in and on the reality in which it is 

used (Brinkmann, 2019),  thus, a pragmatic approach is in keeping with professional 

doctorate research that seeks to utilise new and existing knowledge to inform future 

practice. 

In terms of axiology (values), positivism assumes that the social world can be 

studied in the same way as the natural world through value-free research, testing of 

theory and finding causal relationships (Burrell & Morgan, 2006; Mertens, 2005). 

Whilst  interpretivist research is value-bound and subjective and the researcher is 

part of what is being researched (Louis et al., 1983). Therefore the researcher’s 

interpretation is key to the contribution of the research (Burrell & Morgan, 2006; 

Collins & Hussey, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Holden & Lynch, 2006; Louis et al., 

1983; Muhaise et al., 2020). This is also true of pragmatist research as the 

researcher acknowledges their own values, beliefs and bias as well as the value-

laden nature of research (Creswell, 2013). However, the pragmatic researcher also 

acknowledges that there are multiple perspectives and biases so that pragmatic 
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axiology is contextual and evolving as each generation creates new values and 

solutions to deal with new problems. What is good for one may not be good for 

another. Thus, pragmatists favour a highly contextualized axiology that recursively 

asks what practical difference one action makes versus another, not just for the 

researcher but for a social good (Biddle & Schafft, 2015). 

In summary a pragmatic philosophical approach in terms of ontology, epistemology 

and axiology, aligns with this study in that it recognises that situational and 

contextual nature of reality, knowledge and values (the context of the Green Meadow 

Trust) that is based on subjective human experiences and interpretations of the care 

home staff as well as the researcher.    The next sections will discuss in more detail 

the phenomenological pragmatic and abductive approach to the research design and 

the qualitative methods utilised in this research.  

 

3.3.1 Phenomenological Approach 

Phenomenological theory was originally developed by Edmund Husserl in the 1930s 

to explain how individuals give meanings to social phenomena in their everyday 

lives. It focuses on how individuals make sense of their world in terms of meanings 

and classifications they employ. As such, phenomenology does not attempt to 

generate wider explanations, but to offer insights into the subjective ‘lived’ 

experiences of individuals (Reeves et al., 2008). Thus, phenomenology looks at 

individual experiences in relation to a particular phenomenon as well as to 

understand several individuals’ common experiences of it (Creswell, 2013) and the 

task of the researcher is to “appreciate the different constructions and meanings 

people place on their experience” (Easterby Smith et al., 2018, p45). 

A phenomenological position thus explores the experiences of the individual, the 

meanings and behaviours derived from these experiences, and therefore to 

understand the situated contextual view of other individuals and their unique 

experiences (Bombała, 2015; Gasson, 2002; Jun, 2008; Welton, 1999). Husserl 

argued that to fully understand meaning we need to interpret the influences of people 

who experience it, and the primary concern of phenomenologists is not whether 

things exist, but whether these are intended in consciousness (Gasson, 2002). 
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Pragmatic research can also be phenomenological in that it is interested in the lived 

experiences of is subjects, but as Rosenthal and Bourgeois (1977) argued that one 

most go beyond a mere description of the lived experience of the phenomenon to 

find an explanation of it that considers one’s beliefs, habits, actions and causes. 

Furthermore, these perceptions of one’s lived experiences are not certain and must 

stand the test of further experience, as there are always further possibilities derived 

from further interaction and experiences.  As such individuals are active sense 

makers and their behaviour and response to phenomenon shape their perceptions 

(Rosenthal & Bourgeois, 1977). Thus, the pragmatist approach to the study of 

phenomena is contextual and based on individual and collective experiences of it 

(Rosenthal & Bourgeois, 1980) and its practical consequences (Morgan, 2014).  This 

is particularly relevant in organisational settings such as the context of this study, to 

explore and understand the connections between knowledge of the phenomenon 

and action, and with the potential to transform practice (Kelly & Cordeirio, 2020). 

 

3.3.2 Pragmatic Stance 

Pragmatism is recognised as being founded through the works of Charles Saunders 

Piece (1839-1914), William James (1842-1910) and John Dewey (1859-1952) and to 

a lesser degree by George Herbert Mead (1863-1931). This American group of 

intellectuals had far reaching influence across a range of disciplines including the 

social sciences and organisational studies (Simpson & den Hond, 2021).  The 

philosophical positioning of a pragmatic stance was discussed earlier in the chapter, 

this section further discusses the principles of taking a pragmatic perspective and 

why they are appropriate to this research project. 

Pragmatism draws on many ideas, including employing ‘what works’ using diverse 

approaches and valuing both objective and subjective knowledge and thus taking a 

‘best’ worldview (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  However, the common starting 

point is the classic pragmatic maxim put forward by Peirce, (1878, p135) “Consider 

what effects, which might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the 

object our concept to have.  Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our 

conception of the object”.    This maxim captures a unifying principle in pragmatic 

thinking that knowledge is consequential, generated after action and reflection on 
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action, even if we can use what we already know to guide our actions (Dewey, 

1926).  

Pragmatism, thus is a philosophical approach that rejects high-minded metaphysical 

concepts such as truth and reality, in favour of understanding the everyday 

practicalities of living in an uncertain and ever- changing world, (Kausik & Walsh, 

2019; Simpson & den Hond, 2022). Pragmatism accepts that there can be single and 

multiple realities that are open to empirical enquiry and that reality is grounded in the 

environment (Goles & Hirschmann, 2000; Morgan, 2014). All knowledge is socially 

constructed, but some versions of those constructions match individuals’ 

experiences more than others (Morgan, 2014). Knowledge is created in the interest 

of change and improvement (Goldkuhl, 2012). 

Pragmatism is often seen as the philosophy of common sense, that uses purposeful 

human inquiry as a focal point, that is because actions are assessed in the light of 

practical consequences, and the process of inquiry is continuous and based on both 

individual and shared perceptions (Shields et al., 1998). Dewey (1948, 1920 original, 

p132) stated that “in order to discover the meaning of an idea (we must) ask for its 

consequences.”  In short, when judging ideas, we should consider their empirical 

and practical consequences (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). This means that 

pragmatism has an interest not only in what ‘is’ but also what ‘might be’ (Goldkuhl, 

2012). As Biesta (2013) observed pragmatism is not merely a philosophical position, 

but a set of philosophical tools of value for addressing problems in the real world. 

Thus, knowing has the potential to transform practice.   

A pragmatic approach thus is an appropriate method of inquiry for practical-minded 

researchers (Creswell & Plana Clark, 2011; Rorty, 2000) as the emphasis is on 

interrogating the value and meaning of the research data through examination of its 

practical consequences (Morgan, 2014).  In other words, exploring and 

understanding the connections between knowledge, experience and action in 

context (Biesta, 2010; Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020). As such it is appropriate for this case 

study research that explored these connections in relation to the phenomenon of 

engagement within the context of a care home environment. Furthermore, the choice 

of pragmatism as an overarching philosophical orientation is in keeping with the aim 

of this professional doctoral research enquiry in contributing useful and actionable 
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knowledge anchored in respondent experience and hence, of practical relevance to 

the case study organisation (Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020).  

 

 3.3.3 Abduction 

Abductive reasoning was first described by Peirce who argued that in addition to 

deduction and induction there is an alternative approach which he called abduction 

(Haig, 2018). He characterised abduction as reasoning from effect to cause and the 

process of adopting an explanatory hypothesis (Niiniluoto, 1999), as well as 

recognising the role of the researcher through embracing their previous experience 

in the process in a manner that would enhance, rather than undermine the research 

(Conaty, 2021).  Peirce (1998, p216) noted that “deduction proves that something 

must be, induction shows that something is actually operative, abduction shows that 

something may be”. That is deduction is a logical process, or theory testing, 

induction is an empirical process, theory development from data; and abduction is a 

generative process, new or theory development, generated from inference (Conaty, 

2021; Sætre & Van De Ven, 2021). In advocating abduction, Peirce (1998, p216) 

argued that “abduction is the only logical operation which introduces any new idea; 

for induction does nothing but determine a value and deduction merely evolves the 

necessary consequences of pure hypothesis”.   

Pragmatism is typically associated with abductive reasoning that moves back and 

forth between deduction and induction (Feilzer, 2010; Kaushik & Walsh, 2019) 

allowing for theory generation using the best available explanation from a multitude 

of possible explanations (Schurz, 2008).  However, Alvesson and Sköldberg, (2017) 

caution that abduction is neither formally, or informally a simple mix of the two 

approaches, nor can it be reduced to these, rather it adds specific elements in that it 

involves both empirical elements and refining and developing theory. Its uniqueness 

is that it adds understanding to the process. Abduction starts with an empirical base 

as with induction, but it does not reject theoretical preconceptions, or deductions.  

Thus, abduction acknowledges that a researcher, as in this research project is likely 

to be familiar with previous research, as well as having their own preconceptions and 

experiences (Strauss, 1987).  
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Abduction is based on a kind of if-then relationship in which the researcher’s 

reflection of the nature of the problem leads them to conclude that if you act in a 

certain way, then you are likely to produce a specific set of outcomes (Morgan, 

2014). As such abductive reasoning is a sense making process rather than a single 

flash of inspiration (Weick, 1995). This allows the researcher to utilise both deduction 

and induction through the process of reflexivity and reflection to make sense of 

complex data and to develop and evaluate hunches (Saetre & Van De Ven, 2021).   

Abductive reasoning typically begins with an incomplete set of observations and 

proceeds to the likeliest possible explanation for the set. Abductive reasoning yields 

the kind of daily decision-making that does its best with the information at hand, 

which often is incomplete. Abduction entails not only idea generation but also idea 

evaluation at both individual and collective levels of analysis (Harvey, 2014; Rouse, 

2020).  Alvesson and Skoldberg (2017) thus observed that abduction is used in real 

practice in many case study-based research investigations, often from a single case 

but can be utilised effectively more generally for theory-driven empirical research.  

Furthermore, an abductive approach lends itself to case study research where the 

researcher is in close proximity to the phenomenon to be studied and the data 

source. Thus, the researchers experience, the research question, the existing theory 

and the examination of the case itself suggest that an abductive approach is a good 

match for a case study as utilised in this research (Conaty, 2021). 

A key feature of abduction and an overall pragmatic approach is that of a continuous 

reflective dialogue throughout all stages of the research process between the 

researcher, data and theory. This dialogue allows for probing of the expected as well 

as unanticipated themes to emerge as an integral part of data gathering and analysis 

(Haig, 2018). Past research as well as new research can inform action, but it is 

recognised that there are no definitive answers to a problem, or incontrovertible best 

practice (Biesta & Burbules, 2003). Indeed, Ahrens and Chapman (2006, p820) 

argued that abduction fits with the idea that “the practice of qualitative field studies 

involves an on-going reflection on data, its positioning against different theories such 

that data can contribute and develop further the chosen research questions”.  

Furthermore, abduction allows for both deductive and inductive approaches to be 

utilised in order to provide a comprehensive approach in analysing qualitative data. 

As such the process involves immersing oneself in the data, reading and digesting in 
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order to make sense of the whole set of data and to understand what is going on 

(Azungah, 2018). 

 

3.3.4 Qualitative Dimensions of the Research  

The psychologist Albert Bandura (1986, p. 25) argued that “what people think, 

believe and feel affects how they behave. The natural and extrinsic effects of their 

actions, in turn, partly determine their thought patterns and affective reactions”. 

Qualitative methods are thus more akin to Bandura’s thinking in terms of being able 

to tap into an individual’s thinking, beliefs and behaviour, and in finding the meaning 

of, and understanding, the context (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 2019). Qualitative 

research increases our understanding of the way things are in the social world and 

why people act in the ways that they do (Al-Ababneh, 2020). Qualitative research is 

often associated with interpretivism, but it can be associated with a pragmatic 

paradigm as used in this research, in that qualitative methods can be used to inform 

future actions, interventions and to construct knowledge as a result of the qualitative 

enquiry and reflections about it (Goldkuhl, 2012).  Indeed, as Ahrens and Chapman 

(2006) commented that in order to generate findings from qualitative research, that 

are of interest to the wider community, qualitative researchers need to continuously 

make linkages between theory and findings in order to evaluate the potential interest 

of the research to others.  

Maxwell (2019) highlighted the importance of the local context of the phenomenon 

as a key feature of qualitative research. Thus the qualitative approach highlights 

“contextual understanding” with an emphasis that researchers usually seek to 

understand the “behaviour, values, beliefs, and so on in terms of the context in which 

the research is conducted” (Bryman & Bell, 2015 p411). Thus Silverman (2013) 

argued that qualitative research can provide a deeper  contextual understanding of 

social phenomena than would be obtained from purely quantitative data. He further 

commented that research methods should be chosen based on the specific task in 

hand and what is appropriate to what one is trying to find out.  In keeping with 

Silverman’s recommendations, a qualitative enquiry using a pragmatic, abductive 

stance was the most appropriate approach for an exploratory investigation in the 

experience of being engaged in the context of this case study research.  
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3.4 Research Design and Methodology 

Pragmatism does not dictate choice of methods, instead it provides a framework to 

help researchers choose which methods will be most appropriate (Feilzer, 2010; 

Morgan, 2014).  Thus, a pragmatic approach allows for a multiply methods approach 

that can involve both quantitative and qualitative methods, or only qualitative 

methods (Fetters & Molina-Azorin, 2017) as in this research.  Miles and Huberman, 

(1994) observed that there are a range of methods open to qualitative researchers. 

What is important is the careful prior planning of research as well as a degree of 

reflexivity and adjustments along the way (Creswell, 2013; Flick, 2007; Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Creswell (2013) also observed that it is a two-stage process that 

involves designing both the research and how the researcher will write about it, so 

that the researcher needs to consider both these aspects in planning and formulating 

their research design.  

Kahn (1992, p. 344), in reflecting on approaches to employee engagement research, 

noted that “to get at the depth requires ways (and therefore research methods) of 

making people accessible within the research process itself, such that they 

collaborate in the process of uncovering and examining their experiences and 

behaviours in particular situations”. Kahn (1992) thus recommended an approach to 

engagement research consisting of the following: 

• Case study – of the interaction between person and role at both individual and 

organisational level, because “psychological presence is grounded in the 

particular and is attuned to the nuances of multiple levels of influence” (Kahn, 

1992, p. 344). 

• Multiple levels – studies should examine the experiences and implications of 

personal engagement at varying levels because “psychological presence 

reflects the simultaneous influence of different levels of variables”, individual, 

team and organisational (Kahn, 1992, p. 334). 

• Qualitative data collection methods should be used in order to provide “thick, 

rich descriptions” of individuals and their social interactions, because 

psychological presence focuses on the experiences and interpretations of 

individuals (Kahn, 1992, p. 345).  
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As such Kahn (1992) advocated multi-level contextualised case study research 

utilising mixed qualitative methods for research into engagement, as he used in his 

seminal study.  As a result, as Sambrook (2021) observed this approach can lead to 

the development of a more localised and realistic HR (D) understanding and practice 

of engagement in context. From a pragmatism perspective adopting a mixed 

methods approach allows for a more comprehensive understanding of the research 

problem, offers the best opportunities for answering important research questions 

and utilises abductive reasoning to obtain useful answers to inform practice 

(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  According to pragmatism, research should be 

designed and conducted in the best way that serves to answer the research 

questions and add valuable knowledge to the concerned area of research (Greener, 

2008).  As such it supports the use of whatever research methods ‘works’ and 

provides a strong justification for mixed methods research (Biddle & Schafft, 2015) 

2015) as well as allowing for flexibility of design and different interpretations 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Whilst mixed methods are more frequently associated with a combination of 

qualitative and quantitative methods, particularly in relation to a pragmatic research 

paradigm,  there is an increasing frequency of qualitative mixed-methods research 

(Bryman, 2008;  Fetters & Molina-Azorin, 2017; Maarouf, 2019). Whilst Bryman 

(2008) suggested that it is often difficult to detect why and how methods have been 

combined, or the relationship between them, the advantage of using a mixed 

methods approach is that it can enrich and strengthen the research results and 

analysis in order to gain a complete understanding of the phenomenon (Maarouf, 

2019). 

In this research study, observational research was conducted first in order to 

understand the organisational context, and to observe staff in their workplace setting, 

as well as to provide the context and themes for the questioning for the subsequent 

semi-structured interviews conducted with some of the staff. Furthermore, utilising 

qualitative methods of data collection yielded rich interpretative detailed accounts of 

the experience of the phenomenon. (Al-Ababneh, 2020; Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 

2019).  
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3.5 Research Methods 

3.5.1 Case study  

The research objectives of this study were met through the selection of a case study 

design that examined engagement in the context of the Green Meadow Trust. The 

organisational setting has already been outlined in Chapter one and the 

organisational context will be discussed further in relation to the operationalisation of 

the research later in this chapter. The choice of sector is justified on the basis that 

previous research into employee engagement in the healthcare sector has been 

focused on healthcare professionals mainly taking a positivistic, quantitative methods 

approach (see, for example, Collini et al., 2015; Gengoux & Roberts, 2018; Khamisa 

et al., 2013, 2017; Knight et al., 2017b). This study aimed to research individuals 

working in social care that had not been the focus of previous studies.  

Yin (1981, 2009, 2013, 2014), one of the most prominent and long-time advocates of 

the case study approach, sees case study research design as an in-depth practical 

investigation of a current event in the actual real-life context, employing a variety of 

data collection methods, including observations, in order to interpret what is 

happening. For Yin (2014), the rationale for case study research is the desire to 

understand complex social phenomena within their context, particularly in 

exploratory  research, which seeks to ask why and how.  Furthermore, pragmatic 

case study research is a suitable research method for rigorous and systematic 

practitioner friendly research, as is the case with this research (Fishman & Fishman, 

2013). 

The case study is a significant qualitative strategy that differentiates itself from other 

research strategies because the focus of the study is a bounded case (Creswell, 

2013: Silverman, 2006). Case study and qualitative methods are complementary 

because they share the same objective of uncovering complexity in the natural 

environment (Gaya & Smith, 2016) and their flexible approach makes them popular 

with qualitative researchers (Annesley, 2011). Case study research begins with the 

identification of a case (Creswell, 2013). A good qualitative case study will present 

an in-depth understanding of the case (Creswell, 2013; Hamel et al.,1992; Yin, 2009, 

2014) and be unusual, unique or of general interest (Yin, 2014). Hamel et al. (1992) 

further added that case study data analysis allows the researcher to explore, 
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interrogate and interpret the phenomena in more detail than with other methods. 

Thus, the main advantages of utilising case study methodology are investigating, 

elaborating and explaining specific phenomena and the opportunity for the 

researcher to add something new to existing knowledge, and/or theory, using 

inductive or deductive processes (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016; Yin, 2009, 2014). 

Critics of the case study argue that it is too subjective, not rigorous enough, does not 

produce generalisable, reliable and theoretical contributions to knowledge and tends 

to confirm the researchers’ preconceived notions (Eisenhardt, 1989; Flyvbjerg, 2011; 

Sato, 2016; Yin, 2009, 2014). However, Flyvbjerg (2011) argued that all research 

methods have an element of subjectivity, for example in the choice of survey 

questions. He further argued that the advantages of a case study are that it can 

‘close in’ on real-life situations and explore views directly in relation to the 

phenomena as they unfold in practice. This leads to in-depth analysis and 

interpretation by the researcher, and as such there is validity in the researcher’s 

perspective.  

Thus, the value of a case study is its ability to produce rich data, and to generate 

insights from the in-depth research of the case, which also allows emergent themes 

and concepts to arise, as well as extending our knowledge and understanding of 

known phenomena (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Eisenhardt, 1989; Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2016; Flyvbjerg, 2011; Sato, 2016). Furthermore, a single organisational 

case can be uniquely interesting in providing rich data about a phenomenon 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). This research presents a unique case study of care 

home staff that aims to advance our understanding of employee engagement, which 

will be of general interest to researchers and practitioners.  

 

3.5.2 Observational Research  

Some academics have highlighted the value of conducting observational research, 

noting that the recent focus on individual experiences collected through interviews 

alone has somewhat neglected the observation of social encounters and the 

processes of interaction between their members (Atkinson, 2015; Jachyra et al., 

2014; Silverman, 2006, 2013). Jachyra (2014, p. 62) argued that observational 



69 
 

methods allow the researcher “to delve into detailed descriptions and interpretations 

of practices, experiences and the inner workings of a particular group, subgroup, 

culture or subculture”.  

Jansson and Nikolaidou (2013) noted that there is a growing body of observational 

research in healthcare that aims to better understand care work from the inside, in a 

way that is attentive to the stresses and strains on those who work there. 

Observation is most effective when subjects are studied in their natural setting, 

where the observer accompanies study subjects in their activities, asks questions 

and generally builds trust empathy and rapport with those they are observing 

(Berkwits & Inui, 1998; Jansson & Nikolaidou, 2013).  

It is unrealistic to assume that a researcher enters the field without past experience 

or pre-existing knowledge of theory and practice (Silverman, 2013). Observational 

accounts are inevitably ‘constructed’ or ‘built’ so that the role of the researcher is to 

build a picture of what is happening and to interpret the actions of individuals in order 

to tell the story and to make sense of the data (Atkinson, 2015; Watson, 2000; 

Weick, 1995).  

The advantage of conducting observational research is that it allows for observation 

of actions in real time ‘close to the action’ and within the context, thus allowing the 

researcher to see what individuals are doing, as well as what they say they are doing 

(Atkinson, 1992, 2015; Myers, 2019; Yin, 2014). As Berg (2010, p. 65) stated, “I have 

to see how it works in order to write about it.” Atkinson (2015) argued that by 

undertaking observational research the researcher is uniquely able to understand the 

environment they are researching in terms of the knowledge of the participants, their 

physical presence and social interactions over time. The meaning and interpretations 

the participants give to their interactions and artefacts within the specific context 

where they conduct their everyday lives can also be understood.  

In contrast, some of the disadvantages of observation are that it is time-consuming, 

and provides in-depth knowledge of only a particular context and situation (Atkinson, 

1992, 2015; Schwartzman, 1993; Yin, 2014), as well as potential observer bias in 

terms of their interpretation and manipulation of the data/events (Atkinson, 1992, 

2015; Schwartzman, 1993; Yin, 2014). Furthermore, the observer can unintentionally 



70 
 

misinterpret what is happening, and the very presence of the researcher can affect 

the behaviour of the participants (Saunders et al., 2017).  

The original intention, as a researcher external to the organisation, was to simply 

observe the participants. However, in reality, it was impossible to merely observe 

when participants clearly needed help with mundane tasks. Participating is more 

effective in building trust, gaining a better insight into the organisational setting and 

achieving ‘habituation’, i.e. the participants get used to being observed and behave 

normally (Jansson & Nikolaidou, 2013). 

Observational methods and interviews can be highly complementary (Atkinson, 

2015; Schwartzman, 1993). Observation is fundamental to understanding a 

phenomenon and so can be an effective prelude to interviews, providing the context 

for further in-depth questioning (Berkwits & Inui, 1998; Silverman, 2013). 

Furthermore, as Spradley (1979, p. 32) suggested, the researcher does not 

necessarily assume that they know the right questions to ask in a setting. “Both 

questions and answers must be discovered in the social situation being studied.” 

This was certainly the case in this research, as understanding the context helped in 

formulating the questions for the semi-structured interviews. This is explained further 

in this chapter, but essentially, the observational research enabled the crafting and 

honing of the original proposed research questions to those that were more 

appropriate to the respondents, the research setting and the phenomenon. 

 

3.5.3 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Interviews are one of the most important sources of case study evidence (Yin, 2009, 

2014) and are a good data collection method for gathering the unique perspective of 

individuals about a phenomenon (Silverman, 2013). According to Perakyla and 

Ruusuvuori (2011), much of qualitative research is based on interviews, because 

through interviews the researcher can explore and reach areas of reality that would 

otherwise remain inaccessible.  

This study employed interviews as one of its methods of data collection. Whilst 

interview questions had been drafted prior to the observational research based on 

the literature adapting questions they were recrafted to build upon and explore areas 
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identified from the observations. In keeping with an abductive approach, the 

observational research allowed the researcher to reflect on what had been observed, 

as well as reflect on the findings of previous research into engagement, in order to 

better scope and craft the most appropriate questions that were relevant to the 

phenomenon within this setting. Thus, taking a more reflexive, nuanced, context 

specific understanding and approach to the next stage of the data collection (Weick, 

2002), through this reflexive process. 

The original plan was to use an event-based technique employing a ‘critical incident’ 

approach, where an ‘incident’ or an observable human activity was described that 

was complete enough to allow interpretations, inferences and predictions to be made 

about the person performing the act (Bitner et al., 1990; Speakman & Ryals, 2012) – 

in this case, ‘tell me about a time you were engaged’. However, it transpired that this 

approach to questioning would not have yielded much data as the support workers 

did not understand the concept of engagement. 

In keeping with the exploratory nature of the research, the semi-structured interview 

questions sought to uncover the relational, emotional and behavioural aspects of 

engagement and to enable a better understanding of how respondents perceived 

and felt about their work. Interviews began with an open question that asked 

respondents to describe a good day at work. This allowed further interrogation 

regarding the factors and influences that contributed to the perceptions and feelings 

about a good day at work. Further questions were drawn and adapted from the 

literature to be more open and exploratory – for example, ‘tell me about your 

relationship with your supervisor’ and ‘tell me about your relationships with your co-

workers’ – and from the observational research (see Appendix 1 for the full interview 

questions).  

Semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to formulate questions and areas for 

questioning that guide the interview but allow departure from them (Silverman, 2006, 

2013). They also allow the researcher to probe for more in-depth responses, 

ensuring that important issues that arise can be fully explored (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2016). Thus, having a framework of areas to explore in the interviews, 

whilst not being restrained by having to ask a specific set of questions, enabled 

probing for these in-depth responses.   
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3.6 Operationalising the Research 

3.6.1 Accessing an Organisation  

I was interested in exploring employee engagement from the perspective of the 

individual employee and non-professional staff. In order to find an organisational 

research setting, I emailed the local CIPD network of HR professionals. Silverman 

(2013) argued that it is not uncommon for qualitative researchers to use existing 

relationships and contacts for their research, and Buchanan et al. (2013) commented 

that gaining access is more likely when known contacts and networks are used. 

Following my email, I had responses back from two organisations. The first of these 

was a fire service and the second was the Green Meadow Trust. Both organisations 

were based in the south of England and were willing for me to conduct my research 

within their organisation. After initial discussions and an exploratory visit with the fire 

service, I decided, for a number of reasons, to only carry out research in the Trust.   

 

3.6.2 Initial Discussions and Negotiation of Access to the Green Meadow 

Trust 

Initial contact with the Trust was made via email with the operations manager (the 

organisational gatekeeper), and after an initial meeting with him, I met with the chief 

executive officer (CEO), who gave verbal agreement for me to conduct my research 

within the Trust. Whilst the CEO was more than willing to grant access for my 

research into any of the Trust’s care homes I had discussions with the operations 

manager to establish which care homes best represented the work of the Trust. 

These were identified as Buttermere, Grasmere and Windermere and permission 

was given for me to conduct research in these homes. Verbal consent was given by 

these care home managers, following meetings with them and some of their team, 

before the CEO confirmed in writing the overall organisational approval. However, 

Silverman (2013) commented that it can be dangerous to assume that consent from 

one person is sufficient for access. Negotiating access is a continual process and 

involves both access to the organisation and ‘cognitive access’ to the individuals 

involved, so that you can obtain the data you need from the research participants 
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(Gummesson, 2000). Throughout my data collection I confirmed that consent to 

observe, interview and record was given by the participants. 

  

3.6.3 Sampling Strategy 

Purposive sampling, unlike statistical sampling, makes no pretence of attempting to 

obtain a randomised sample that represents a large diverse population (Aguinis & 

Solarino, 2019). Instead it selects cases that that will yield rich information related to 

the phenomenon of interest (Bonache, 2020). Huberman and Miles (2012) observed 

that purposive sampling is the most commonly used form of non-probability sampling 

in qualitative research. Several academics (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Miles & 

Huberman, 1984, 1994; Neuman, 2014; Saunders et al., 2017) have argued for 

purposive sampling in case study research, because it allows the researcher to use 

their judgement over the selection of respondents and cases that best represent the 

phenomena being studied and where the processes are most likely to occur. I 

utilised purposive sampling to identify which care homes to investigate as being 

representative of the care homes within the Trust. In terms of observational and 

interview research, I employed volunteer sampling. Whilst volunteer sampling is 

more commonly used where cases are difficult to identify (Saunders et al., 2017), it 

was utilised in this case study as I wanted to gain willing participants. In effect, the 

staff ‘volunteered’, or agreed to be observed and interviewed.   

The question of sample size is, according to Patton (2002), somewhat ambiguous. 

There is a perception that a small sample size is not valid and a common 

misunderstanding that by simply increasing the size of the sample the results will be 

statistically significant (Cohen et al., 1969) However, Patton (2002) observes that 

sample size is really dependent on what is being researched, what will be helpful 

and credible, and how the resources available will be utilised. In the context of the 

Trust, I deemed that conducting research in three care homes would be sufficient in 

order to understand the context, and I followed academic convention with regard to 

the number of interviews conducted (discussed later in this chapter).  



74 
 

3.6.4 The Care Home Settings 

All three care homes were residential facilities caring for adults with learning 

disabilities and some with physical disabilities. Buttermere was the largest, housing 

eight residents, and Windermere the smallest with five residents. Grasmere was also 

classed as a nursing home because of the severity of the physical disabilities that 

the six residents had, with all of them being wheelchair bound. At all sites the 

environment for the residents was made as homely as possible, with each resident 

having their own bedroom and private space but with communal bathrooms, lounges 

and kitchen/dining areas and a large communal garden. The managers all had 

separate office space for administrative work (in the case of Windermere, this also 

doubled as the bedroom when staff slept over on the night shift). There was no 

separate staff room and staff supported and interacted with the residents within their 

residential spaces. Most often this was the kitchen/dining room, which was the hub 

of the homes and where the staff tended to congregate. 

Buttermere and Windermere were run by qualified mental-health nurses, although 

this was not a requirement of the job, whilst Grasmere’s manager’s role was purely 

administrative. At the time of my research, there was a vacancy for a clinical lead 

(manager) at Grasmere that had been unfilled for some time. The managers at 

Buttermere and Grasmere worked office hours, Monday to Friday (although both 

worked more than their contracted hours), whilst at Windermere, being a much 

smaller facility, the manager worked shifts, including night shifts. 

In terms of staff, Grasmere was the only home that employed qualified mental-health 

nurses. The qualified nurses at Grasmere ran the morning and afternoon shifts, 

directing a team of support workers. The nurses also carried out all clinical duties, 

such as administering medication and non-oral PEG feeds. In the other two homes, 

support workers, once trained, undertook all duties in supporting the residents, 

including clinical duties. 

Each home employed a deputy manager, senior support workers and support 

workers, all of whom worked shifts. At Buttermere and Grasmere there was a mix of 

male and female staff, with the majority being female, whilst at Windermere the staff 

were all female. At Buttermere and Grasmere, the majority of the staff worked a two-

shift system (mornings and afternoons), with staggered start and finish times. A 
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separate group worked the night shift only. At Windermere, most of the staff were 

rostered to ‘sleep over’ on the night shift. The staff worked either part-time or full-

time shift patterns, based on the needs of the care home and their individual 

circumstances.  

At the time of my research, Buttermere employed 22 staff, Grasmere 30 and 

Windermere 12. The staff were aged between 20 and 70, with the majority aged 

around 30. All three care homes had experienced, or were experiencing, difficulties 

in recruiting staff and all used agency or bank staff to cover shifts. At Grasmere, 

difficulties in recruiting qualified mental-health nurses meant that there were some 

agency nurses working in the home, on a semi-permanent basis. Apart from one 

nurse, there were no bank or agency staff working when I conducted my 

observations and interviews. 

 

3.6.5 Observational Research 

Once ethical and formal organisational approval had been gained from the University 

and the Trust to conduct my research (see Appendix 9 for the ethical consent 

paperwork), I arranged convenient times and dates with the care home managers to 

commence with observational research.  

Prior to my visits, I sent an email that was briefed to all staff by the manager and 

posted on the staff noticeboard that outlined the proposed dates and purpose of my 

visits (see Appendix 2). This advance notice allowed staff to object to being 

observed, so that I could rearrange my visit or they could rearrange their shift. To the 

best of my knowledge, no one objected. Indeed, with the exception of some of the 

night shift, I met and interacted with all the permanent staff working in the three care 

homes. In keeping staff informed at all stage of the research process, I ensured, as 

Silverman (2013) recommended, that I had gained informed consent from staff to 

observe them and was entirely open about the purpose of my research. I further 

checked throughout the observational research that it was acceptable for me to note 

and record what I had observed and that there was nothing that they wished me to 

redact.  
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There is no formula for calculating how long should be spent in research settings, 

although it should be long enough for useful data to be found (Bate, 1997; Kenny, 

2010). Indeed, the length of time spent in the field depends on the purpose of the 

study and the questions being asked, and is not based on any particular standard 

(Patton, 2014). In my case, I agreed with the managers to schedule three days in 

each home with the option of attending on further days if needed, deeming three 

days to be sufficient to collect useful data. Visits were planned at different times of 

the day and different shifts with a view to better understanding the interactions and 

routines. The earliest I arrived was 7am and the latest time I left was 9pm. Visits took 

place in February and March 2017, and I spent roughly the same number of hours in 

each home, conducting in total 60 hours of observational research. At the end of 

these observations, I felt that I had sufficient useful data to plan and conduct the next 

phase of my research.   

As previously noted, Jansson and Nikolaidou (2013) found that within a care home 

environment it is difficult to remain detached as an observer. Like them, I was drawn 

into participating in work tasks, in effect negotiating an informal membership role 

whilst conducting my research and becoming an additional pair of hands – for 

example, making cups of tea and washing up. Jansson and Nikolaidou (2013) posit 

that this willingness to participate is essential in establishing good relations with staff, 

developing trust and empathy and habituation, where respondents act normally 

around you. As the staff became familiar with me, they were more open and honest 

in their interactions and communications, and consequently I believe this resulted in 

them being more willing to be interviewed.   Furthermore, as Davies and Dodd 

(2002), argued that in getting close to the subject allowed me to develop a shared 

understanding of the phenomenon (engagement) with this context. Consequently, 

the care home staff felt more comfortable about openly articulating their opinions, 

feelings, thoughts and experiences, both when being observed and in the later 

interviews  

Yin (2012) commented that researchers can mistakenly think they need to have an 

‘empty’ mind in order to conduct good qualitative research, but this leads to empty 

notebooks. Yin argued that as researchers do not commence their research without 

some prior knowledge, they need to have an ‘open mind’ in terms of what they 
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observe and interpret. Thus, a set of questions, or a framework, will help the 

researcher in making sense of what is being observed and what is relevant.  

I created a broad framework or set of factors relating to engagement that I could use 

to note my observations, based on the themes from the engagement literature (see 

Appendix 3). In keeping with an abductive research approach of reflection and 

reflexivity throughout the data collection phase and to make sense of what was being 

observed (Weick, 1995), I kept notes of my observations and reflections.  

I wrote up my observations and notes about my observations the same day or early 

the following day, whilst they were still fresh in my mind. Miles and Huberman (1994) 

recommended that field notes are reviewed after each observation and are 

annotated with memos and further thoughts. Following each observational visit, I 

followed Miles and Huberman’s recommendations and reviewed my notes, adding 

further annotations and thoughts (a typed example of this can be found in Appendix 

4). I further reviewed previous notes, reflected on my observations, in the light of the 

academic and practitioner literature that I was also reading and researching, in order 

to refine my notes further and to seek any gaps that I might have wanted to explore 

in further observations, or in the subsequent interviews. 

In taking an abductive approach made me reflect on what I observed in relation to 

what I thought I already knew from my own experience and reading, thus trying to 

avoid, as Saetre and Van De Ven (2021) commented not habitually seeing things as 

if they fitted into my cognitive schema, but rather being more open minded to new 

information and data that can inform future practice and in developing theory. In 

addition, the nature of qualitative research is not to seek objectivity indeed,  Davies 

and Dodd (2002) argued that no research is objective and the purpose of qualitative 

research is not to seek objectivity, but to find rich explanations of the phenomenon 

within the context; and to provide ‘rigour’ though demonstrating reliability in the 

research methods and analysis. As such I acknowledge my own researcher bias 

affected the research processes and outcomes in my interpretation of what I 

observed (and later heard in the interviews).  However, in taking an abductive 

reflective approach to the observational research helped to demonstrate reliability by 

as Weick (1995) suggested through the process of sense making in the abductive 

approach of observing, reflecting, developing and then evaluating explanations for 
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what was going on through further observation and questioning.  In other words, 

reflexivity-in thinking about my how my thinking was formulated, how my pre-existing 

understanding was continually revised in the light of new understandings and how in 

turn this affected my research (Symon & Cassell, 2012).                

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

3.6.6 Interviews 

During my observational research, I told staff that I was planning to conduct 

interviews. This allowed me to informally explain in person what information I was 

seeking, and its purpose, from my interviews and to gather volunteers to be 

interviewed. I was also able to identify a respondent and subsequently conduct a 

‘pilot’ interview with one of the care workers at Buttermere. I then refined my 

interview questions, for example adding further probing questions, and was able to 

confirm that my questioning framework was appropriate. Silverman (2006, 2013) 

highlights the importance of ‘piloting’ in developing the questions, refining 

questioning techniques, ensuring that the interview questions will yield interesting 

and substantial data from the participants and developing interview schedules. In 

addition, at the end of each day of interviewing care home staff, I reflected on what I 

heard and listened to some of the recordings of these interviews before I conducted 

further interviews. This further helped in refining questions and in particular gave me 

the opportunity to explore with other care home staff any themes or issues that I may 

have missed particularly in the earlier interviews. 

Following the pilot interview, I emailed a letter to each of the care home managers 

asking for volunteers to be interviewed (Saunders et al., 2017; Silverman, 2013), 

along with an interview sign-up sheet that the managers displayed on the staff 

noticeboard for staff to add their names to (see Appendix 5). I used volunteer 

sampling as it was the most convenient method of obtaining respondents, but I also 

hoped that I would find respondents who were willing to talk and share their 

experiences, which would give me rich data for analysis, which proved to be the 

case. Following this initial search, dates for conducting interviews in April and May 

2017 in their respective offices were agreed with the managers and confirmed by 

them with the interviewees. I conducted interviews, which typically lasted around 45 

minutes, over a two-day period in each home, and whilst attending the homes to 
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conduct these interviews, further staff volunteered to be interviewed. In total, I 

conducted 26 interviews that captured the differing perspectives and levels of 

responsibility within the care homes, including the three managers, the three deputy 

managers, senior support workers, support workers and, at Grasmere, nursing staff.   

Prior to conducting each interview, the interviewees gave their written consent for the 

interview to be recorded and for the data to be used for the purposes of my research 

(see Appendix 6). I reassured the interviewees, as recommended by Silverman 

(2013), that the interviews were confidential and anonymous.  At the end of the 

interviews, I checked whether the interviewees wanted to change or redact any of 

their answers.  

In conducting the interviews, I used the question guide as a basis for the questioning 

but was not restrained to strictly follow the guide, thus allowing for more in depth 

probing where appropriate (Silverman, 2006, 2013; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016).  

My opening question ‘describe or tell me about a good day at work’ was designed to 

put the respondents at their ease and to open up about their experiences of work. 

This allowed me to probe around factors that were specifically related to behaviours 

and emotions linked to engagement, such as relationships at work, finding work 

meaningful and rewarding from a broader discussion around motivation and job 

satisfaction.  For example, several interviewees spoke about how much they loved 

their job which allowed me to ask, what was it that they loved about it? This led to 

responses that were linked to engagement such as good relationships, feeling 

valued and meaningful, purposeful work.   

Interview recordings were downloaded onto my password-protected laptop at the 

earliest opportunity following the interview to ensure confidentiality (Silverman, 

2013). Transcription was carried out using a university-approved transcription 

service. Whilst there are benefits from having undertaken the transcription myself in 

terms of immersion in the data, I chose to have my interviews transcribed. There 

were several reasons for this, including the fact that, as Silverman (2013) observed, 

transcribing can take an inordinately long time and that the quality of the transcription 

may be better served by the use of a professional transcription service that will also 

allow the researcher to concentrate on analysis. 
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In terms of determining how many research interviews are enough, unfortunately 

there is very little guidance  (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Guest et al., 2006; Saunders & 

Townsend, 2016; Townsend, 2013), and this can be difficult to gauge (Guest et al., 

2006). The majority of academics contend that for the most part purposive samples 

typically rely on the concept of ‘saturation’, or the point at which no new information 

or themes are observed in the data, but the number of interviews required for data 

saturation is open to question (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Guest et al., 2006; Saunders & 

Townsend, 2016; Townsend, 2013)(G. Guest et al., 2006; Saunders & Townsend, 

2016; Townsend, 2013). Furthermore, the depth of exploration and analysis is as 

important as the number of interviews conducted (Townsend, 2013). Data saturation, 

according to Glaser and Strauss's (1967, p. 65) seminal work, was defined as 

follows: “No additional data are being found whereby (the researcher) can develop 

properties of the category. As he sees similar instances over and over again, the 

researcher becomes empirically confident that a category is saturated… when one 

category is saturated, nothing remains but to go on to new groups for data on other 

categories, and attempt to saturate these categories also.”  

Guest et al. (2006, p. 60) concluded that the literature does a “poor job of 

operationalizing the concept of saturation, providing no description of how saturation 

might be determined and no practical guidelines for estimating sample sizes for 

purposively sampled interviews”. Several academics offer their advice from their own 

research, with Townsend (2013) suggesting 25 interviews, Guest et al. (2006) 12 

interviews and Saunders and Townsend (2016) 32 interviews. However, all agreed 

that the number of interviews needed for data saturation was dependent on such 

factors as interview type, duration, the approach to analysis and the broad 

characteristics of the population from which they were chosen (Guest et al., 2006; 

Saunders & Townsend, 2016; Townsend, 2013). Saunders and Townsend (2016) 

further observed that there is a lack of transparency in reporting, with no justification 

for participant numbers in half of the studies they reviewed and a lack of information 

about research methods in general. They concluded that a robust methodology 

needs to justify the research approach and the rationale for the number of interviews 

undertaken, but suggested that where respondents are taken from a single 

organisation, around 30 respondents’ is a credible and sufficient sample size.  



81 
 

A second issue, according to Hennink et al. (2017), is the differentiation between 

code and meaning saturation. They found that code saturation was reached at nine 

interviews, where the range of thematic issues was identified. However, 16 to 24 

interviews were needed to reach meaning saturation where a richly textured 

understanding of issues was developed. 

A third issue is that data saturation is mainly observed at the coding stage of 

analysis, so that the researcher, when conducting interviews, may not be fully aware 

that saturation has occurred (Guest et al., 2006; Hennink et al., 2017; Saunders & 

Townsend, 2016; Townsend, 2013). This is not necessarily a problem as going 

beyond data saturation can provide rigour (Townsend, 2013). In my research, I 

allocated six days to conduct interviews, and having interviewed a cross section of 

staff and undertaken observations I deemed I had sufficient data to analyse and 

interpret. In addition, the number of interviews I conducted fell within the boundaries 

of the accepted conventions on how many interviews to conduct in order to achieve 

both thematic and meaning saturation. 

 

3.7 Data Analysis 

Thorne (2000) characterised data analysis as the most complex phase of qualitative 

research, and the area that often receives the least thoughtful discussion in the 

literature. Frequently discussions focus on data collection methods, whilst the 

justifications of the data analysis process do not extend beyond ‘themes will be 

identified in the data’ (Bazeley, 2009, p. 6), or are omitted altogether (Nowell et al., 

2017). Nowell et al. (2017) further argued that researchers need to be clear about 

what they are doing and why they are doing it, and include a clear description of their 

methods of analysis, including what assumptions informed their analysis. Without 

this description, evaluating the trustworthiness of the research process is difficult 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). This section will provide this clear 

description of the data analysis process.  

There are various methods of analysing qualitative data, but most academics refer to 

the concept of ‘coding’ the data and searching for themes within them (Bazeley, 

2013; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Saldana, 2016). Thematic 
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analysis, according to Daly et al. (1997), is a search for themes that emerge as being 

important to the description of the phenomenon. It is also the process of identifying, 

analysing, organising, describing and reporting themes found in the data set (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). In contrast, 

Saldana (2016) described codes as a word or short phrase that summarises a 

salient theme to the data, and Miles and Huberman (1984, p. 56) suggested that 

coding constitutes the ‘stuff of analysis’ allowing you to “differentiate and combine 

the data you have retrieved and the reflections you make about this information”. 

Some researchers further suggest a staged approach, such as Glaser and Strauss's 

(1967) three-stage approach or Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-stage approach, that 

essentially involves the identification and analysis of themes in the data. Whilst some 

academics are critical of thematic analysis (see, for example, Bazeley, 2009), Braun 

and Clarke (2006) argued that a rigorous and staged thematic analysis such as their 

method can produce trustworthy and insightful findings. I chose to follow Braun and 

Clarke's (2006) reflexive thematic approach because of this, but also because it 

provided a logical and clear staged approach to the analysis process. The 

advantages as a method include flexibility, the ability to summarise key features of 

large data sets, the generation of unanticipated insights, allowing for both social and 

psychological interpretations and for a professional doctoral study,  being useful in 

analyses that can inform policy development (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2019; Nowell et 

al., 2017).  More importantly Braun and Clarke’s approach was in keeping with a 

pragmatic, abductive approach to data analysis in that it emphasises the importance 

of the researcher’s subjectivity as analytic resource and their reflexive engagement 

with theory, data and interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Furthermore, they 

highlighted that reflexive thematic analysis can be used for both deductive and 

inductive analysis (a process that is continuous rather than dichotomous) with 

induction being ‘grounded’ in the data because analysis is not conducted in a 

theoretical vacuum, (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p331). The stages of Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) model are discussed in relation to how I operationalised their methodology 

and analysed my data: 
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1. Familiarisation with the Data 

Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 87) stated that “it is vital that you immerse yourself in the 

data to the extent that you are familiar with the depth and breadth of the content”, as 

it forms the bedrock for the rest of the analysis.  The analytical process thus involves 

not only fully immersing oneself in the data but also “reading, reflecting, questioning, 

imagining, wondering, writing, retreating and returning” (Braun and Clarke, 2021, p. 

332).  As Gough and Lyons (2016) commented that it is a process that requires 

‘headspace’ and time for inspiration to strike and insight to develop. 

I had collected a large amount of data from my observations and interviews and I 

spent a considerable amount of time just immersing myself in the data, rereading my 

field notes, reading and rereading each transcript and listening to the interview 

recordings, so that I could reflect on how things were said as well as what was said.  

I made notes of emotions, issues and thoughts that struck me whilst reviewing the 

data.  I spent a lot of time creating the ‘headspace’ to absorb the data and reflecting, 

thinking and trying to interpret, or make sense of the data I had collected in order to 

answer my research question. In doing this I was conscious that my interpretation of 

the data was coloured by my previous, current personal, social and cultural 

experiences (Bazeley, 2013) as well as my existing knowledge, both as a HR 

practitioner and academic researcher. Thus, my initial approach to data analysis was 

inductive, to try and let the data inform my thinking. I was somewhat undecided 

about how to commence the coding process so I  generated an initial list of ideas 

that were emerging from the data and what was interesting about them, so that 

patterns within the data and emerging themes for categorisation and analysis could 

be identified (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).  I then proceeded to ‘code’ the 

interview transcripts in order to explore and confirm the emerging themes. 

2. Generation of Initial Codes 

I uploaded the transcribed interviews into NVivo and did an initial coding using the 

NVivo software. For Braun and Clarke (2021) a code is an analytic tool that is used 

by the researcher to develop initial themes.  A code they argued is an entity that 

captures at least one observation and displays usually just one facet, whilst themes 

are multi-faceted capturing multiple observations or facets. According to Boyatzis 

(1998), the coding process involves recognising an important element and encoding 
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it prior to a process of interpretation.  A ‘good code’ is one that captures the 

qualitative richness of the phenomenon. For Miles and Huberman (1994) and 

Saldana (2016), the process of coding is a key part of the analysis, organising the 

data into meaningful groups and starting to make sense of them. 

 At this initial coding stage I took an inductive approach, working systematically 

through each transcription, the initial coding was data driven and attempted to 

identify and develop these good codes and repeating patterns within the data. Braun 

and Clarke (2006) recommend at this stage coding for as many themes/patterns as 

possible, which I did, ensuring that the context was not lost and the richness of the 

phenomenon was reflected. In terms what I actually coded I decided to take a broad 

approach and coded for anything in the data that I felt was relevant to my research 

question, including the broader and related themes to engagement such as 

motivation, job satisfaction and well-being because I did not want to exclude 

anything that may have been significant.  I went back over the interview transcripts 

several times to ensure that I had captured and coded the salient points from the 

data. Following the coding of the interviews the field notes from my observations 

were then coded manually, because transcribing and uploading them into NVivo was 

too time-consuming, the handwritten notes did not copy legibly into NVivo and it was 

simpler to code them manually. 

3. Searching for Themes 

Boyatzis defined a theme as “a pattern in the information that as a minimum 

describes and organises the possible observations and at most interprets aspects of 

the phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998, p. 161). The process involves the identification of 

initial themes through “careful reading and rereading of the data” (Rice & Ezzy, 1999, 

p2580). 

My initial coding identified patterns in the data, for example the relational aspects of 

engagement, feeling valued and finding the work meaningful and rewarding. As 

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested, I drew thematic maps that linked the various 

codes I identified into related themes. I then sorted the data into these themes in 

NVivo and outlined key characteristics of each theme for a code to be included. As 

this was my initial attempt to identify key themes, I only sorted the data in NVivo into 

themes, as I wanted to reflect more on my data before I manually sorted the field 
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notes into potential themes (a copy of this phase one coding can be found in 

Appendix 7).  

4. Reviewing Themes 

Bazeley (2013) suggested a reflective approach to analysis. To do this, I kept notes 

about my thoughts, musings and reflections within the NVivo programme and in a 

notebook. My initial sorting of the data into themes yielded over 40 themes and so 

further consolidation of, and reflection on, the data was required. I spent a 

considerable amount of time at this stage reflecting on these initial themes reviewing 

the raw data and my initial coding as well as reflecting on the literature on 

engagement in order to seek “insights into the relationships between themes and 

their interconnections and implications” (Willig, 2013, p. 58).  I then commenced the 

process of phase two coding in trying to group and sort the data into broader 

themes, such as relationships and commitment. I was finding this process 

challenging and so I paused my data analysis to reflect more on what I had observed 

and heard, as Braun and Clarke (2021) observed ‘dwelling’ on the data and my 

interpretation of it. It was at this point that I was crafting my literature review and as 

part of this I reread Kahn’s seminal work.  In taking a reflexive approach, I found as 

Braun and Clarke (2021) suggested that Kahn’s theory provide a lens through which 

I could deductively analyse and interpret my data, by exploring evidence of the 

themes identified in his research in my data.   As such, I reviewed and reflected on 

my data in relation to Kahn’s conceptualisation, and discussed this approach with my 

supervisors before deciding to recode the data in keeping with Kahn’s approach and 

the themes he originally identified.  

5. Defining and Naming Themes 

In phase three of my data analysis I therefore used Kahn’s three themes of 

psychological availability, psychological meaningfulness and psychological safety as 

the template for further resorting of the data.  I reviewed his descriptions of his three 

themes as well as the subthemes relevant to Kahn’s three main themes and used 

these as a general framework for analysing and re-categorising the phase one data 

as well as going back to the raw data from both the field notes and interview 

transcripts.    (A copy of this phase 3 coding of the interview data can be found in 

Appendix 8). I recoded the data several times, reflecting upon and revising how the 



86 
 

data were sorted within the identified themes. An example of this was with regard to 

where extrinsic reward, pay and benefits fitted in with Kahn’s conceptualisation. Saks 

(2006) suggested that this was linked to meaningfulness in the sense that 

employees are more likely to be engaged and find meaning if they see a greater 

amount of rewards and recognition for their work.  However, I concluded from my 

own reflections that extrinsic rewards aligned better with psychological availability 

because I summarised that if individuals are worrying about money, or conversely 

money is not an issue for them, this was more related to them being psychologically 

available rather than finding work meaningful.  Furthermore, some elements of 

Kahn’s theory were not evident in my data, for example Kahn viewed work/role 

security as being a contributing element to psychological availability. However, in 

analysing my data I found little evidence of work/role security being linked to 

availability.  On reflection I felt it was more akin to psychological safety in that 

perceived supervisor support made them feel safe and free to be themselves in the 

workplace. Thus, I not only reflected on my data but also considered the literature in 

my coding and analysis of the data. (An illustration of my reflexive thought processes 

taken from my memo notes in NVivo is given in appendix 9).  Once I was happy with 

my coding in NVivo, I then manually recoded the field notes data into Kahn’s 

framework. 

6. Producing the Report  

At this stage a researcher needs to demonstrate the reliability and validity of their 

analysis by providing sufficient evidence of the themes within the data and using 

extracts that compellingly illustrate the story (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I heeded their 

advice, while also being mindful of the potential for superficial reporting and 

interpreting of themes and overreliance on quotes (Bazeley, 2009). In writing my 

analysis section I used both the interview and observational data to tell the story, 

providing coherence, completeness and robustness (Richards, 2005) linking my data 

to key literature. As Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested I tried to move beyond the 

mere description of the data to interpret it by considering the significance of the 

patterns and their broader meanings and implications in the light of the literature 

(Nowell et al, 2017). Thus, I carefully reflected on my findings in order to compare 

and contrast them with Kahn’s theoretical framework identifying where my findings 

supported and extended his conceptualisation as well as where my findings differed 
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from Kahn.  I also as Gioia et al. (2012, p23) suggested, tried to develop a narrative 

that was “intellectually compelling and sometimes even emotionally compelling on 

the basis of transparent evidence” from the data.  In effect zooming in on the 

important and emergent new concepts and themes and holding them up for 

examination (Gioia et al., 2012).  To do this I used tables to increase transparency 

about the data collection, analysis and findings but also to organise and analyse the 

data effectively (Cloutier & Ravasi, 2020). Significant findings are reported in the text 

from respondent quotes and observational data, but in addition I used some tables to 

further support these finding in order to demonstrate transparency and a robust data 

analysis from the large amount of data I collected (Cloutier & Ravasi, 2021).  As 

such, tables provided me with the opportunity to include supporting data in a concise 

way that provided more detailed illustrations of respondent quotes and observations 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994; Cloutier & Ravasi, 2021). 

Braun and Clarke's (2006) approach, whilst presented as a staged approach, is 

actually an iterative and reflective process that involves moving backwards and 

forwards between the stages, and the analytical process develops over a period of 

time (Nowell et al., 2017, Braun & Clarke, 2021). This was true in my case, 

particularly in regard to identification and refinement of the themes that eventually 

formed the basis of the research findings and thus demonstrating a transparency in 

how I inductively and deductively identified categories, themes and dimensions that 

reflected the data in (Gioia et al, 2021). 

In writing up the report, I also revisited, checked and revised the data and my 

analysis of the process to ensure that I had fully captured the essence of what 

respondents said and did that demonstrated the processes.  Furthermore, the care 

home context of the research was as already mentioned a highly gendered 

environment with the majority of care staff being female. As such in order to protect 

the anonymity of the few male staff, in reporting the findings, the names of all staff 

were anonymised and the male and some female staff were assigned gender-neutral 

names. The following table is a quick reference guide to the staff and the care 

homes that they worked in.  
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Table 1 Anonymised staff names by care home 

Buttermere Grasmere Windermere 

Donna  Jordan  Becky  Frankie  Alison 

Julie  Angie  Karen  Jamie  Lucy  

Pat  Kelly  Ruby  Charlie  Sarah  

Fiona  Jo Bobby  Alex  Lisa  

Judy  Chris Nicky  Monica* Stevie  

Claire  Jean* Jane  Sharon * Cheryl* 

Sam*     

* not interviewed 

 

3.7.1 Data Quality 

Guba and Lincoln (1989) put forward a number of criteria to assess the 

trustworthiness of the data and associated practices. In practical terms, these 

translate into such things as keeping an audit trail, vetting your coding and themes, 

thorough documentation of processes and reflection on the how and why you 

analysed your data in the way you did (Gioia et al, 2012; Nowell et al., 2017).  I 

followed this guidance to ensure that the process was dependable, that is, logical, 

traceable and clearly documented – for example, through the provision of an audit 

trail of my research methods, audio-recording the semi-structured interviews and 

employing NVivo to keep thorough records of my data analysis and the decisions 

with regard to data sorting and inclusion in the final report (Cloutier & Ravasi, 2021; 

Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Yin, 2014). Rigour was confirmed by a colleague, who 

reviewed the coding of one of my themes against interview transcripts, thus ensuring 

that my interpretations and findings were clearly derived from the data. Furthermore 

reflexivity is central to the audit trail (Nowell et al., 2017) so I tried to adopt a 

reflective and critical approach, recording my personal reflections on the process, my 

methodological decisions and rationales, as well as my insights into myself as a 
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person  (Lincoln & Guba, 1990) and as a reflective practitioner/researcher.  (My 

development as critically reflexive researcher is discussed further in Chapter 6). 

 

3.8 Conclusions  

The primary objective for data collection and subsequent analysis was to represent 

the subjective viewpoint of the respondents who shared their experiences, 

perceptions and emotions in relation to being engaged. This chapter has 

documented the research approach to how the data were collected and the 

subsequent analysis was conducted in this research setting. The chapter has 

discussed and justified the ontological, epistemological and axiological approach to 

this research under a phenomenological, pragmatic and abductive position.   

The combination of pragmatic, abductive, qualitative methods and methodology has 

been applied to the context of the research and that appropriate methodological 

principles have been applied in this research setting (Wynn & Williams, 2012) 

alongside the application of an appropriate (case study) method (Yin, 2014) and data 

analysis. Rich data were collected through a case study, utilising observational and 

interview methods. Reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2021) 

enabled systematic scrutiny of the data resulting from the observational and 

interview research. This resulted in the discovery and interpretation of the 

behaviours, emotions and experiences of being engaged that demonstrate the 

relational, behavioural and interpersonal nature of the personal engagement in this 

work setting. It also allowed the development of key themes that influence 

engagement that relate back to Kahn’s original conceptualisation, as well as the 

identification of other themes that either extend Kahn’s conceptualisation, or are in 

contrast to it. The output of this data analysis and the significant research findings 

will be presented in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 4 Findings 

4. 1 Introduction and Chapter Structure 

This chapter presents my interpretation of the data collected from my research. I 

used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic process to analyse the data and coded 

them with in line with Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation, but it also identified elements 

that contributed to care staff being engaged that go beyond, or are in contrast to 

Kahn’s original thinking. Kahn offered a broad holistic conceptual framework that 

identified how psychological conditions in general influenced personal engagement. 

As such he provided limited examples of how these were operationalised in his 

research setting. Indeed, Kahn acknowledged that there may be individual and 

contextual differences in how individuals personally engaged and he argued that 

experience of engagement is influenced by the perceptions of the work context. The 

context of my study as already discussed in Chapter one was very different to the 

settings (a firm of architects and a summer camp) in which Kahn conducted his 

research. My analysis of the findings seeks to reappraise Kahn’s conceptualisation 

within the context of the care home setting of my research, drawing out where my 

findings align and extend Kahn’s theory, as well as where they offer new insights into 

the experience of being engaged for care home staff 

The findings begin by appraising the importance of relationships in this setting to the 

whole experience of being engaged for care workers and not just for Kahn’s (1990) 

psychological preconditions of safety and meaningfulness. 

 

4.2 Relationships  

Within the context of the Trust, good relationships were the most important element 

that contributed to staff being engaged.  The job of providing personal care can be 

as the staff themselves articulated rather mundane, but having good relationships 

and positive interactions, not only with their co-workers and supervisors, but also the 

residents made the work enjoyable even fun.  Indeed, I observed that the care 

homes were generally a very happy environment, characterised by lots of laughter, 
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smiling staff and residents. Everyone was made to feel welcome, including me and I 

surmised this was because of these good relationships.  

Kahn’s (1990) original study pointed to good relationships with supervisors and co-

workers contributing to psychological safety and rewarding interactions with co-

workers contributing to psychological meaningfulness.  My study adds to and 

extends Kahn’s thoughts on relationships to the whole experience of being engaged 

that are also influenced by reciprocity and mutual gains. Good relationships 

contribute to a happy and productive work environment and are critical in fostering 

the experience of being engaged. It is noteworthy that it was not until much later in 

his career that Kahn, writing with Heaphy acknowledged this. Relationships are at 

the heart of organisational activities, as they affect how work is done, and how teams 

coordinate and share knowledge and accomplish tasks (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). This 

was also true in my research. 

Within the context of the Trust, in working closely with colleagues and their 

supervisors good working relationships flourished that were based on support, 

mutual respect and reciprocity.   Team sizes were typically small with between three 

and seven staff working together on the day shifts and only one or two at night.  The 

small team size enabled care staff to really get to know their co-workers and 

supervisor so that good relationships flourished which contributed to them being 

engaged. The staff (including the care home managers) worked hard to create a 

homely environment for the residents so that to me the care homes felt like a family 

unit rather than a residential home. Consequently, the relationships with residents 

themselves and their families were also important to staff and were included in their 

perceptions of this family atmosphere and contributed to their being engaged. In 

conversations and in interviews the staff articulated this to me describing work as 

their second family. For example  

“No, it’s kind of like my second family; I would be devastated if I had to leave 

them all tomorrow.” (Judy) 

“I come here with pleasure because I like the people. All the people are nice 

because we are here like a family.” (Nicky) 
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“It’s like home from home, that’s how the trust feels to me; it’s like a big 

family.” (Chris) 

The family atmosphere thus contributed to staff feeling that they were able to be 

themselves at work so that real friendships between staff had developed, as well as 

with their supervisor.   Relationships are discussed in more detail in the next sections 

starting with relationships with their supervisor.  

 

4.2.1 Supervisor Relations 

Kahn (1990) identified the importance of good supervisor relations only in relation to 

fostering a climate of safety.  In the context of the Trust, the staff recognised the 

importance of good supervisor relations that allowed them to be themselves at work.  

However, in reappraising Kahn’s conceptualisation and the elements that he 

identified that contributed to this, my study extends Kahn’s work by suggesting that 

these can be applied to whole experience of being engaged, not just in making 

employees feel safe.  For example, giving positive feedback, particularly praise and 

encouraging staff development, contributed to employees feeling valued and 

enhanced their perceptions of meaningfulness. In being concerned for their staff and 

supportive meant that the staff were more willing to be flexible and thus available.   

Staff were very positive in speaking about their supervisor and their relationship with 

them. Pat’s comment was typical of feelings towards their manager that staff 

expressed when she stated: 

 

“If my manager wasn’t running this place I probably wouldn’t be working for 

the Trust.”   

 

The care home managers were very involved in and aware of the day-to-day 

activities of the staff they were responsible for, even if they were in their office. Lisa 

expressed this involvement and the relationship with the manager as follows: 

 

“She’s still involved, there is no shut the door, don’t disturb, there is none of 

that here, and I think that’s why everything works because there isn’t ‘I’m the 

manager, you’re the staff’, it’s good.” 
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This involvement was demonstrated on a number of occasions during my visit. One 

morning at Grasmere, staff were particularly busy and hadn’t yet had time for a 

coffee break. Becky, the manager, noticed this and made drinks for all the staff. I 

observed, in the other care homes, that the managers were perceptive and helped 

out when needed, even with the most basic of tasks, such as putting the washing 

machine on. In their offices they kept their doors open so that they could hear and be 

aware of what was going on in the home. Whilst teamwork was a key component of 

these good relationships, this was also based on mutual trust and respect for their 

manager. Judy summed up their relationship with their manager as follows:  

 

“I can have a right laugh with her but at the same time there’s always that 

healthy respect that she is my manager, she is my boss …..And I think the 

fact that we can say to her we need help and she doesn’t just go you can do it 

yourself or anything like that, but she will come out and will help out is so, is 

something that I think everybody likes about her.”  

 

She went on to say: 

 

 “She is such an active presence, and that’s really good because I’ve worked 

for places where you wouldn’t see a manager from one week to the next, and 

even when you did it was usually because you’d done something wrong.” 

 

This involvement extended to when they were ‘off duty’ even coming in as Jordan 

commented during the night shift to support their staff and Jo stated  

 

“If I’m unsure of what to do in any situation, I know that I can always ring my 

manager or deputy manager and they will be like yeah do that, I usually pick 

the right decision but I just need that reassurance, but I know that they’re 

always on the end of the phone.”  

 

The managers showed a genuine concern for their employees’ needs and feelings, 

providing emotional and practical support with regard to both work and personal 

issues. In all three homes, I observed examples of the managers showing concern 
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for their employees, whether it was sending an employee home who was unwell, 

asking how they were when they returned to work after being ill, offering tea and 

sympathy to an employee who needed to offload, or showing they cared through the 

giving of small gifts. These small gestures were much appreciated by the employees 

and contributed to their engagement, as Julie and Stevie and Judy stated: 

 

“And it’s the small things like last year when we had that really hot weather, 

she came in one morning with two massive Sainsbury bags full of ice lollies, 

she’ll bring us cakes for meetings, she’ll give us a little gift at Christmas.” 

(Julie) 

 

“I’ve witnessed care staff being in and saying I’ve got a headache just give me 

five minutes and them being told go home, you’re not well, they are very 

understanding. I think not only do they care about the residents, they care 

about the other staff as well.” (Stevie)  

 

The supportive behaviour of the managers was also demonstrated through their 

open and honest communications, their positive and constructive feedback and by 

encouraging their staff to resolve problems themselves. In facilitating engagement, it 

is important for employees to be able to openly and honestly discuss issues with 

their managers (Francis & Keegan, 2020). Staff spoke about how feedback was 

given in such a way as to aid their learning and not to criticise and encouraged them 

to think through their actions for themselves, as Judy, Jordan and Chris said: 

 

“She encourages a lot, she will stand there just fold her arms and go ‘what do 

you think?’, she does that all the time, and we all stand there going erm and 

we answer like it’s a question, but she’s like well there you go, that’s your 

answer.” (Judy) 

 

“If you go knocking on her door and say I’ve got this idea about how I can help 

so and so, she’d listen to you and if she thought straightaway that it wouldn’t 

work she would tell you then but she just doesn’t say that’s not going to work, 

she goes into detail why for that person that thing wouldn’t work.” (Jordan) 
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They certainly don’t make you feel small, they might just take you to one side 

and say I just saw you, that was a bit wrong, and they’ll just tell you and you 

just put it right, or they will show you how to do it.” (Chris)  

 

At Buttermere, I observed a scenario where Donna pulled the team working that day 

together in order to discuss a problem that one of them had come to her with to 

resolve.  Donna coached, facilitated and guided but did not lead the discussion. 

Consequently, the support workers came up with a workable solution that she could 

endorse whilst not giving them the answer. This made the team feel valued, that their 

opinions mattered, so that they willingly shared their ideas and tried new things and 

in doing this it involved them in making decisions so that all learnt from the 

experience and could apply it to other situations.  

 

Positive feedback extended to the care home manager’s praising their staff and 

showing them that they were valued which also contributed to their sense of purpose 

and meaningfulness. For example, Alison said: 

 

“It happened to me yesterday, my manager took me aside just to say well 

done on something that I did, didn’t realise I did it, cos it was natural, and she 

was really pleased with that. And its little things like that that make you feel 

appreciated.”  

 

In summary, the positive impact of the managers’ behaviour on their team and on the 

service that they provided to the residents was a strong contributing factor to staff 

engagement. Why this was so was summed up by Lucy as follows: 

 

“Because she’s approachable, honest, she’s a good mentor and she doesn’t 

make me feel inferior. When having a conversation with her you wouldn’t think 

that she’s a manager and I’m a deputy, it’s an equal conversation and she 

values everyone’s views … That’s how a manager should be, showing 

concern for your staff because at the end of the day if you don’t look after your 

staff team how are they going to look after the service users?” 
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In conclusion the care home managers’ behaviour and involvement were pivotal to 

the successful running of the care homes by creating a supportive work environment 

where positive relationships can flourish (Shuck et al., 2011a).  Indeed, within this 

context where staff strongly identified with their care home, it was the care home 

manager’s supportive behaviour rather than the wider organisation that contributed 

to staff being engaged.  The relationship with more senior management is discussed 

briefly in the next section. 

 

4.2.2 Relations with the Organisation – Senior Management 

Kahn (1990) emphasised the importance of perceived organisational support (POS) 

in creating a supportive work climate, that is to say the extent to which the 

organisation values their contribution and cares about their wellbeing.  Indeed, it has 

subsequently been identified as a particularly significant predictor of engagement 

with work and the organisation (Saks, 2006, Crawford et al., 2014; Francis & 

Keegan, 2020).  However, within the Trust, and in contrast to Kahn and other 

research findings, it was perceived supervisor support (PSS) and support from co-

workers, rather than POS that was important to staff being engaged.  

 

It was apparent that most staff had little contact and support from head office staff 

beyond the HR and Training departments, and generally they did not perceive the 

need for senior management support. This was because they strongly identified with 

their care home as their employer, rather than the Trust and found the support within 

the home that demonstrated they were valued and cared about. This was articulated 

to me in both informal conversations and in interviews and has been demonstrated in 

the findings with regard to PSS and support from co-workers. For example, Fiona 

commented  

“I personally don’t have an awful lot to do with the trust because I don’t need 

to”. 

However, the overall perception of the Trust as an organisation was generally 

positive.  This was mainly in terms of its ethos as a charitable trust and the range of 

support services on offer such as counselling and well-being services and staff 



97 
 

expressed their appreciation of these.  For example, Jean mentioned that she was 

offered counselling and support when her mother passed away, and Sarah 

commented that the Trust as a whole had been very supportive of her after she 

announced she was pregnant.  However, it was the care home managers who 

instigated this support for their staff.   

 

The CEO and senior management team were all based at the head office and 

therefore were remote from the care homes and not involved in the day to day 

running of the home.  As such POS was demonstrated through the support services 

rather than through the actions of the senior management team.  Indeed, some staff 

felt that the senior management were too remote and detached from the running of 

the homes.  

  

 “he (the CEO) basically said that he has no time to see what we do as he’s a 

busy man… I have no idea what his job is, and the same here, he has no idea 

what my day-to-day job is.” (Jo) 

 

“But we don’t really see anybody from head office come down here, we used 

to, but I haven’t seen anybody for a long, long time, we don’t get much 

feedback from the Trust.” (Bobby) 

 

Staff were also upset at times with the perceive lack of senior management support. 

An illustrative example of this was when senior management did not support staff 

when one of the long-term residents of Windermere had passed away:  

 

“I was very disappointed with senior management in respect of we lost a 

resident and we all went to the funeral from within the home, and I was very 

disappointed that nobody from head office, management, attended, or made it 

known that they’re from the Trust I’m here to show my respects”. (Lisa) 
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In summary, POS was not a strong predictor of engagement in this context. This 

finding is in contrast, not only with Kahn’s conceptualisation, but also other academic 

studies that suggest that this is an important predictor for engagement (see for 

example, Saks, 2006, Crawford et al., 2014; Francis & Keegan, 2020). This was, as I 

have shown, because it was the supportive behaviour within the home from the 

supervisor and their co-workers, rather than senior management that influenced staff 

being engaged.  Relationships with co-worker are discussed in the next section.  

 

4.2.3 Co-Worker Relations  

According to Kahn (1990) positive co-worker relations contributed to psychological 

meaningfulness through staff being treated with dignity and respect by colleagues. 

They also contributed to psychological safety in that trusting and caring relationships 

with colleagues led to individuals being concerned for the welfare of others and 

providing emotional support, so that staff were willing to invest emotionally in these 

relationships. My research extends Kahn’s conceptualisation by demonstrating that 

positive co-worker relationships contributed to the whole experience of being 

engaged because supportive and rewarding co-worker relationships resulted in staff 

being more flexible and available too.  Positive co-worker relationships that were 

based on trust, team work and mutual support contributed to the creation of a family 

atmosphere within the care homes that in turn made them feel valued and made 

them more willing to be flexible and reciprocal. It was through these positive 

relationships that staff were more flexible and available too and friendships 

flourished.  

 

In all three of the care homes I visited, good co-worker relations were evident to me 

as the researcher. Teamwork and being part of the team contributed to staff being 

engaged. Communications and interactions were open and honest, staff supported 

one another and real friendships had developed between co-workers. Many of the 

staff socialised outside of work and I was even invited to one social event being 

organised by Buttermere staff.  As Jamie commented: 

 

“My best friend is one of the nurses here and I’m probably hers, and we’ve 

just clicked and I get on well and go out with a couple of the other girls.”  
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And Judy stated: 

 

“I don’t class all the guys here now as like my colleagues or whatever, a lot of 

them now are my friends.” 

 

At all sites, laughter was a key component of good co-worker relationships and in 

creating a happy and productive working atmosphere. I observed a number of 

occasions where staff interactions involved joking and laughing, often involving the 

residents too. These even included me, as on one occasion when I was interviewing 

a staff member at Buttermere, three other care home staff decided to peer in at the 

window, making faces at us and making us laugh. The interviewees also commented 

on this as follows: 

 

“Yeah you’ve got to be able to laugh, and be flexible as well, and we do laugh 

a lot here, and we laugh at really some stupid things as well, we’re so lucky to 

have a good team.” (Julie) 

 

“This house here is where I feel at my best and at my most comfortable 

because of the team that I work in, and we have a laugh and we joke and we 

support each other when things aren’t good, that’s good.” (Jamie) 

 

Staff also provided positive support through their encouragement, guidance and 

feedback to colleagues.  I observed a number of scenarios where staff bounced 

ideas off each other on how things could be improved, or done differently; offered 

help and advice to newer members of staff; and cooperated and worked together, 

sharing out the more rewarding and less rewarding tasks.  There was a very ‘can do’ 

atmosphere where staff were keen to contribute and had a real desire to enrich the 

lives of the residents. I concluded that the basis of the relationship was teamwork 

and mutual trust and respect for each other, that made them feel valued and 

provided emotional support.  

 

The following table gives a few examples of what respondents said in relation to 

supportive co-worker behaviours.  
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Table 2 Supportive co-worker behaviours 

Theme Illustrative Example 

Supportive 

environment 

 

“If I couldn’t cope I know that I could ask someone and say 

I can’t really deal with this right now, and they would come 

and help, and if I was stuck with anything I know I could go 

to them.” (Chris) 

Supportive 

environment 

“I haven’t been here that long and they’re always checking 

up on how I am doing, if I need any help with anything, 

they have been so supportive and welcoming, I feel as 

though I have been here years rather than a few months.” 

Sarah) 

Encouragement and 

support for ideas 

“Because there’s so many of us here there’s always 

somebody to bounce that idea off, and it’s really good. 

Well that’s it, and I think that’s why it’s so good to have the 

team that we do have, that it is so easy to bounce around 

with everybody and bounce your ideas and your thoughts.” 

(Judy) 

Encouragement and 

support for ideas 

“Yeah, what do you guys think, why are we doing this, do 

you think we should do this? And I think that’s really 

important, I feel chuffed when others ask my opinion.” 

(Claire) 

Teamwork  “It was like, don’t worry about this, its teamwork, if I can’t 

do it on my shift then the next shift will pick it up, and if 

they can’t do it the next shift will do it, that’s what I love.” 

(Jo) 

 

Teamwork  “Yeah absolutely, [names] are my left and right arm and I’d 

be screwed without them really, and I can rely on [name] 

as well too, in fact the majority of the staff team are pretty 

good, we are lucky, we’ve got a good team.” (Julie) 

 

 

These comments and my observations led me to conclude that staff genuinely liked 
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and respected their work colleagues, which also contributed to the joyful and 

productive work environment that I observed. As Chris commented: 

 

“There are times when I’m like, do I have to go home, cos it’s a really good 

bunch of people, the manager and deputy manager are really nice, the 

seniors are lovely, I really like it.” 

 

My findings add further to Kahn’s conceptualisation in identifying that co-worker 

support also included providing emotional support so that staff felt that their 

colleagues were concerned for their individual well-being too (Vindrola-Padros et al., 

2020). Care work is hard work, stressful and emotionally draining at times (Aloisio et 

al., 2018; Lovgren, 2016; Vidman & Strömberg, 2018), as such the emotional 

support given by co-workers contributed to them being engaged. I observed a 

number of instances of this, such as colleagues having a quiet chat with a co-worker 

about a personal problem, staff offloading and moaning about issues outside of 

work, such as their partners and families, as Angie articulated: 

“I think it’s quite funny that we all have a moan most mornings. All the girls will 

sit and have a moan about the husbands.” 

 

Perhaps most importantly, staff showed that they cared about their colleagues. Chris 

recounted how her colleagues had been very supportive for several weeks after a 

close family member had passed away suddenly. This emotional support extended 

beyond working hours, as Julie recounts when her dad was ill: 

 

“And when I had to go to Cornwall because my dad was so poorly, I was 

actually down there for eight weeks, and I was in contact with most people 

here, people were phoning me to see how I was, to see how my dad was, I 

was speaking to my manager every couple of days, and the morning that I 

came back to work the evening before they had put loads of banners up 

saying welcome back, still makes me a bit emotional when I think about it, and 

that was lovely.” 

 

Co-worker support, then, is very important within this environment, as Donna 
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summed up:  

 

“Because for quite a lot of my staff, because of the hours that they work and 

the job that they do, they don’t have great social networks, so the people that 

they work with, their colleagues, become the backbone of their friendships. 

So, it’s really important that they know that the support is here.” 

 

 

In summary, positive and supportive relationships with colleagues that made staff 

feel valued and respected, that also provided practical and emotional support in what 

was at times a difficult and challenging environment contributed to care staff being 

engaged. New members of staff were quickly integrated into what was perceived as 

the work family and staff felt comfortable in sharing a joke with colleagues, asking for 

and giving help and advices. My findings extend Kahn’s work by demonstrating that 

supportive co-worker relations contribute to the whole experience of being engaged 

as well as adding emotional support as a contributor to this experience. Within this 

context interactions and relationships with the residents also contributed to them 

being engaged and this is briefly discussed in the next section. 

 

4.2.4 Relations with the Residents 

Within the care home setting the relationship with the residents was an important 

element that contributed to staff being engaged.  This was not just about altruistic 

feelings of making a difference (discussed later), but the reward and pleasure gained 

from the interactions with the residents, as well as their families. Many of the 

residents were not able to communicate verbally beyond grunts, but staff still spoke 

to and interacted with the residents, as they would do to anyone else, being 

responsive to the residents’ non- verbal cues (gestures) and their vocal noises in 

their interactions with them.   The hub of the home was the kitchen/dining area 

where both the staff and the residents tended to congregate. There was no separate 

staff room, so when staff were involved in routine tasks such as preparing meals, or 

filling in paper work this was done in the presence of the residents and the staff 

interacted with them while they were doing this, talking to them, playing music, 

singing to them and making them laugh. As Judy commented  
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“this is their home, we work in their home, they don’t live where we work.” 

 

As such the interactions with the residents were part of the everyday activities in the 

home and the relationships with them were very important to the staff in finding work 

pleasurable and contributed to them being engaged. For some staff these 

relationships had developed over many years, as Fiona commented she had known 

three of the residents in Grasmere since they were boys. Staff really cared and had 

formed strong emotional attachments to their residents and saw them as part of the 

family within the care home, as Jordan, Jamie and Alison commented: 

 

“The interaction with them is a big source of satisfaction. I know it sounds daft 

but taking one of the residents for a bath, he’s fully bedbound so he’s a hoist 

transfer, just watching his face light up when he’s in the bath with bubbles, 

seeing the simple thing of having a bath we take for granted, but the little 

things like that, just making them happy really is what I enjoy” (Jordan) 

 

Yeah, it almost feels, and it’s really ridiculous, there’s an element about being 

unprofessional about it, but they all feel like they’re my, like I’m their work 

mum, they’re old enough to be my kids, but I’ve attached a lot of my emotions 

to them. (Jamie) 

 

“I love being with the residents, I absolutely adore them, I think they’re 

wonderful, and I don’t think there’s a house or an environment that I’ve ever 

worked in where I’ve not enjoyed the group that I’m with. The interaction with 

the residents, the pleasure I see they have in little things, and when I’m able 

to give them a good experience as well.” (Alison) 

 

In conclusion, relationships with the supervisor, co-workers and residents were at the 

heart of the experience of being engaged for care staff.  Organisations are made up 

of people and it is the actions they take and the interactions between them that 

contribute to their experiences of being engaged. Kahn’s (1990) original work points 

to the importance of good working relationships in fostering meaningful work and a 

climate of safety. My study extends Kahn’s original findings to the whole experience 
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of being engaged as well as identifying emotional support as being a key element of 

support in this context.  It also identifies, that within this context relationships with 

residents are important in contributing to staff being engaged. Furthermore, my study 

differs from Kahn’s work and other studies, in that POS was not an element that 

influenced them being engaged.  

 

4.3 Meaningful work 

Psychological meaningfulness is the sense of the return of investments in individual 

role performances (Kahn, 1990, 1992). Kahn (1990) argued that when people feel 

worthwhile, useful and valuable, that they made a difference and were not taken for 

granted, they are more motivated to make this investment. Kahn (1990, 1992) 

suggested the meaningfulness people experience at work is shaped by the job itself, 

namely task, roles and work interactions. Challenging, varied, creative and 

somewhat autonomous work led to perceptions of personal growth and job 

enrichment.   

In the context of this study of social care one might think that the work was not 

meaningful because of the wider perception of care work as low skilled and low 

status (Vidman & Stromberg, 2018), and devalued because of its highly gendered 

nature (Horton, 2019). However, I found that within the Trust the work was seen as 

meaningful by the staff in terms of the task, role and work interactions, endorsing 

Kahn’s conceptualisation.  However, my setting was very different to the contexts in 

which Kahn conducted his research and as such the primary influence on care staff 

finding meaning at work was derived from feelings of altruism, social impact, or 

service to others (Bryce, 2018) that was gained in their role performance. 

Furthermore, another important theme that contributed to meaningfulness that Kahn 

only briefly mentioned is (p704) the sense of feeling valued.  However, feeling valued 

and rewarding interpersonal relationships were important contributors to the whole 

experience of being engaged and influenced their perceptions of being available and 

feeling safe too, so these elements are discussed elsewhere rather than with regard 

to meaningfulness specifically. This section will focus on altruism and job enrichment 

in relation to meaningfulness.  
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4.3.1 Altruism 

Within the care sector the compassion for others and feeling that one is making a 

difference for those whom they provide care is an important contribution to finding 

the work rewarding (Cetrano et al., 2018; Fairlie, 2011; Folbre, 2012; Francis & 

Keegan, 2020; Hebson et al., 2015; Ledikwe et al., 2018). Within the context of the 

Trust, this was certainly true for the care home staff, but my research extends these 

studies to demonstrate how this then contributed to them being engaged. 

Furthermore, in this highly gendered environment, this was true for the men as well 

as the women working in the Trust. In both informal conversations, and in the 

interviews, staff stated that it was a big source of personal satisfaction and 

motivation. For example, Fiona said: 

“It’s a good feeling that you can come in and make a difference to their lives, 

but yes, it is so pleasurable to be where I am and that’s why I came into care.” 

 

And Charlie stated this as the reason why she became a learning disabilities (LD) 

nurse.  

“I like that I can have this bond with our residents, and I think that’s the main 

thing which pushed me towards doing LD nursing.” 

 

As Charlie commented, these altruistic feelings of wanting to make a difference were 

the impetus for several staff members to work in care in the first place.  In informal 

conversations with staff and interviews, I was told that they had partners or other 

family members who worked, or had worked in care, as well as about family 

members who received support with one being resident in another care home. For 

example, Claire explained how observing how her cousin with learning needs had 

been supported led made her want to do the same: 

“I wanted to do this for other people and just be there to support them and 

make their quality of life better, and set them goals and help them achieve 

them”. 
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All the staff, both the men and women, I interacted with stated that their motivation to 

care work was about giving back and service to others (Bryce, 2018). Staff 

demonstrated and articulated that their priority was to help the residents achieve a 

good quality of life. This was often a challenge, particularly for the residents who 

were physically disabled, requiring planning and organisation. Staff supported 

residents so they could take part in a range of activities such as swimming, outings 

into town for a coffee, or shopping, attending football matches, or church and going 

on holiday. In contrast to Kahn (1990), it was not the tasks as such that provided 

meaning, although there were some elements of challenge, autonomy and variety in 

them. It was that these simple acts of supporting and interacting with residents in 

everyday activities that led to a sense of achievement and feeling they were doing 

meaningful work that was also enjoyable and rewarding (McCarthy & Friedman, 

2006).   

This enjoyment and reward were expressed by Jo and Lucy. 

“I know that’s cliché but I love seeing their abilities… actually let’s see what 

they can do, and they surprise me every day and you’ve just got to give them 

the opportunity to do that and that’s what I love, I love the opportunity to help 

them to do that.” (Jo) 

 

“Just knowing that I’m making a difference, cos if it wasn’t for me or any of us 

that work here, these people wouldn’t have the quality of life that they have, 

and to me that’s massive satisfaction…… No, it isn’t hard work, this is my job 

and I’m making other people’s lives better and how can that be hard, it’s 

joyful.” (Lucy) 

 

I observed a scenario in Grasmere where a member of staff had forgotten her 

swimsuit and as a result one of the residents wasn’t able to go swimming that day. 

Two other support workers (Sharon and Bobby) berated their colleague over this. 

When I queried Sharon later, she explained that the residents in Grasmere had 

limited opportunities to attend activities outside the home and that she was 

disappointed for the resident and with their colleague for “being thoughtless” 

because they wanted to do the best for their residents.  
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Staff spoke about how they found the work rewarding from making a difference, as 

Stevie, Kelly and Jo each explained.  

“I find it’s rewarding, it’s nice that you feel that you’ve made a difference, you 

can go home feeling proud.” (Stevie) 

 

“I just love seeing the guys benefit from what we do, and just knowing that 

from what we do they have a better life and they did it as best they can, so to 

the fullest they can, and that just gives me so much joy and reward.” (Kelly) 

 

“Because it’s so rewarding. Sometimes I feel a bit selfish because I do feel so 

good about my job.” (Jo) 

 

When carrying out the observations, I personally experienced the reward of 

interacting with the residents. For example, I was thrilled when one of the severely 

disabled residents at Grasmere, whom I had been interacting with, responded to me 

by giving me a hug. I was subsequently told that I was honoured as he did not 

normally like strangers. Like me, hugs and smiles from the residents were seen by 

staff as rewarding (Häggström et al., 2007; Vidman & Strömberg, 2018) and gave 

meaning to their work.  I also accompanied Lucy and Lisa on an outing into town with 

two of the residents, one of whom was in a wheelchair which presented a number of 

logistical issues to overcome.  This was a highly pleasurable experience for the 

residents, staff and me and I better understood the personal satisfaction and intrinsic 

rewards of supporting residents in everyday activities that made the job meaningful 

(Eldh et al., 2015; Vidman & Strömberg, 2018). 

 

Staff had clearly formed emotional attachments to the residents and cared deeply 

about them, finding meaning from this. Staff spoke about how they saw them as their 

extended family and missed them when they themselves were on holiday, worried 

about them when they were ill, and were very upset, when in the case of one long 

term resident in Windermere, the resident died.   



108 
 

“I get great pleasure from spending time with these men, seriously, I was on 

holiday a couple of weeks ago and it’s like I had nearly two weeks off and by 

the end I just couldn’t wait to get back to work, cos I’d missed them…. they all 

feel like they’re my, like I’m their work mum, they’re old enough to be my kids, 

but I’ve attached a lot of my emotions to them, these are my little chicks here 

that I want to keep healthy and happy while I’m here.” (Jamie) 

 

 “But they’re an extension of my blood relatives, they are a part of my 

family…I care for these people.” (Monica) 

 

 “Cos a lot of the staff do genuinely care for the blokes, they’d be very 

emotional if something happened to them. I’ve known three of the lads since 

they used to come to the children’s service, so I’ve known them a long, long 

time. When Paul was very seriously ill in hospital, it really affected me at work 

when that happened.” (Fiona) 

 

 

These altruistic feelings of wanting to make difference led to staff being willing to go 

‘the extra mile’ for the residents by coming in on their days off so that a resident 

could participate in an activity, as Jamie explained: 

 

“Yeah, also it’s nice because like Peter, he absolutely loves football, and I’ve 

even come in on my days off to take him and it’s rewarding, alright I like 

football myself but it is fantastic to watch him cos he sings along with the 

crowd …. he loved it as well.” 

 

Jamie subsequently told me how pleased she was when she received positive 

feedback about her care and interaction with Peter from a family member of another 

resident who had seen them at the match.   It was clear from our conversation that 

Jamie not only found supporting Peter rewarding and worthwhile, it further added to 

her sense of purpose in her work in that she was not only making a difference, but 

others recognised and valued her support to him.  Thus, contributing to her finding 

her work meaningful.  At Windermere, two support workers, one of whom had 
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actually retired and the other who was off duty (Cheryl), came in to support an 

elderly resident after her mother had died. The subsequent thanks and gratitude that 

they received from the family gave them a sense of personal worth (Johnson, 2021) 

This also endorsed their feelings of making a difference to their residents’ lives 

through their support made them feel that they were doing meaningful work that was 

valued by others.    

 

In summing up this section, my findings add to and extend upon other research in 

the social care sector (Cetrano et al., 2018; Fairlie, 2011; Folbre, 2012; Francis & 

Keegan, 2020; Hebson et al., 2015; Ledikwe et al., 2018) by demonstrating how this 

sense of altruism and making a difference not only contributed to staff finding the 

work rewarding and satisfying but gave it meaning and purpose so that this sense of 

fulfilment led to perceptions of meaningful work and them being engaged (Shuck et 

al., 2021a).  

 

In contrast to other healthcare studies, my study reappraised Kahn’s 

conceptualisation of meaning to highlight altruism as contributing to staff finding work 

not only rewarding, but meaningful too and not just in terms of motivation to care 

work. My research setting is very different to those in Kahn’s research and so the 

work fit in this context was about this attitude and emotional attachment to the 

residents rather than status and influence, but does have resonance with his 

conceptualisation in terms of identifying with their role as care giver. Thus, being 

willing to be psychologically present, expend their physical, emotional and cognitive 

energies in their role performance (Kahn, 1990). My study further extends Kahn’s 

work in that it was apparent that the staff in this context evaluated that their work was 

meaningful, because in their judgement they perceive their work as significant, 

worthwhile and had positive meaning (Kahn, 1990; Tims et al., 2016).  It was also 

evident that developing these attachments contributed to their job enrichment and 

reward in the job which is discussed in the next section  

 

4.3.2 Job Enrichment and Development Opportunities  

Kahn (1990) argued that individuals experienced meaningfulness when their jobs 

involved challenge, variety, creativity and autonomy.  Much engagement research 
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including Kahn’s own research setting, as well has health care has tended to 

appraise engagement and meaningfulness primarily for professional staff.  Research 

evidence reports higher average levels of engagement for white-collar professional 

staff than those in blue-collar jobs and low-wage service sector jobs (Kaufman et al., 

2020), so perhaps it is not surprising that the focus has been on professional staff.  

Indeed, the perception of care work in the wider community, which the staff 

themselves expressed, is that care work merely involves personal care or ‘wiping 

bottoms’, is low skilled, undervalued, with little reward.  As such it is perceived as job 

no one else wants to do, not a career and not one that involved variety, creativity 

autonomy and challenge. Alison, manager of Windermere, told me why the negative 

perception of care work was wrong:  

“I think there’s the perception about care that you’re stupid, people who go 

into care are people who can’t get a job anywhere else, and actually not just 

myself but the rest of the team have to have quite a wide range of knowledge, 

a very vast range, and you have to satisfy the Care Quality Commission, 

environmental health, there’s a huge, huge responsibility, staffing, the 

residents, and if anything went wrong here I physically would have to stand up 

in court and justify it and could be prosecuted.”  

She went on to say: 

“I think sometimes when you tell people what you do the general consensus is 

oh right, you do something that nobody else wants to do and you can’t be very 

bright because you’re doing care work, and I really, really hate that”.  

In contrast to the negative perceptions of care work in the wider community, as 

articulated by Alison and other staff, I found that the care industry as demonstrated 

in the Trust was highly regulated and involved significant responsibilities, challenges, 

variety and autonomy. For example, whilst nursing staff were responsible for 

administering drugs and PEG feeds to the residents at Grasmere, in the other two 

homes, these tasks were undertaken by support staff. The shift leader (usually a 

senior support worker) was personally responsible for the correct administration of 

these procedures, and they were seen by staff as a big responsibility because 

mistakes could potentially have serious consequences.  In Buttermere, the support 

workers had to manage the severe epileptic episodes (one of which I observed) that 
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one resident regularly experienced. This required the skills and knowledge to handle 

these episodes appropriately. In all three homes staff had to deal with and effectively 

manage the challenging and difficult behaviour of some of the residents and in 

general to look after residents with complex learning and physical needs.  

 

Staff talked about the elements that Kahn identified that contributed to meaningful 

work, in that they enjoyed the challenges of the job, liked the variety, appreciated the 

opportunity to take on more responsibility, as well as being able to exercise some 

autonomy in decision-making. My study thus demonstrates that these elements 

mattered for non-professional care staff too. I observed that whilst there was a 

certain routine within the care home environment, the duties could be quite varied as 

well as challenging at times. There were opportunities to make decisions and use 

initiative; staff expressed feelings of satisfaction and pride in not just doing their jobs, 

but in achieving something and making a difference through their contributions.  The 

following table gives a few examples of what the respondents said about this: 
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Table 3 Challenge, Variety, Autonomy and Responsibility 

Theme Illustrative Example 

Challenge “as you’ve seen some of the residents can be challenging, 

but I sometimes feel a challenge is a good thing cos I think 

it proves what people can do, some people don’t realise 

how good they are at stuff until they’re challenged to 

actually do it, and I quite like a challenge, it makes you work 

that little bit harder to achieve that little bit more.” (Angie) 

 

Variety “I don’t think that there is a typical day, and I think that’s one 

of the good things about this job, because it’s so person-

centred, there is no typical day, things change so quickly 

from one day to the next and I like that.” (Judy) 

 

“Every day is different, new opportunities and things, it’s 

never the same day in, day out, and that’s what I like, it’s 

unpredictable.” (Lucy) 

 

Autonomy “And in the day-to-day stuff there are lots of opportunities to 

make decisions, and my manager encourages us to think 

for ourselves.” (Pat) 

 

“If the autonomy wasn’t there then I would probably find it 

slightly more difficult to be honest because I think I know 

stuff, I know what I can and can’t do, I’m pretty self-aware, 

so I like that autonomy that my manager gives us.” (Jamie) 

 

Responsibility “I am quite happy to take on extra responsibilities and my 

manager trusts me to get on with my job …. Yes, it’s a new 

thing where I can be left in charge of a shift now, …. but I 

am enjoying this new responsibility.” (Jamie) 
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 I concluded that staff had pride in their job, gained satisfaction from the variety, 

autonomy and challenge in the role and welcomed the opportunities for learning and 

development (L&D) that the Trust provided. 

 

Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation only briefly (p704) referred to growth and learning 

specifically in relation to the task, in that in completing meaningful tasks that 

demanded both routine and new skills, developed competence, growth and learning.  

Subsequent studies have endorsed his view that employees’ perceptions of 

development are associated with engagement (Bailey et al, 2015). Yet Kahn’s study 

makes limited reference to how perceived opportunities for growth and development 

actually contributed to meaningfulness, or engagement. Indeed, there is a lack of 

understanding how personal development contributes to engagement (Fletcher, 

2019).  My findings here extend Kahn’s work to demonstrate how L&D opportunities 

both formal and informal contribute to a sense of meaning, made staff feel valued 

and thus enhanced their perceptions of being engaged.  

 

In contrast to other social care providers, who provide very little in the way of 

learning and development (Dromey & Hochlaf, 2018; Pavlidis et al., 2020) and 

expect staff to undertake training in their own time (Bayliss & Gideon, 2021), the 

Trust provided L&D opportunities to staff in company time. This included clinical 

skills, behaviour management and supervisory training as well as National 

Vocational Qualifications (NVQ).  As a result, several staff had been promoted from 

within the organisation. The positive view of L&D expressed by the staff was not only 

because of the perceived quality of the in-house training provided, but also because 

these opportunities were not offered in other organisations. Staff who had worked for 

other care home providers in the private sector talked about this lack and how it 

made them feel undervalued.   For example, Claire stated 

 

“there definitely wasn’t any training where I was before, I was where I was and 

that was it, there’s no progression within the company, cos it was a private 

company, they did not want you to learn and progress and there was no value 

for staff either, you were never thanked even when we received an 

outstanding OFSTED assessment. “ 
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The following examples illustrate some of the support workers positive perceptions 

and feelings about these formal L&D opportunities.  

 

“Their training is superb I think, it’s the best company I’ve ever been with for 

training, and there is an opportunity to possibly do my NVQ level four, I do 

need to speak to the training manager regarding that, they did have a good 

report from my NVQ assessor that said I was capable of doing that. So, there 

are opportunities.” (Lucy)  

Training-wise I think that we’re given loads of opportunities, we do really good 

training courses, and it’s not just all e-learning, like a lot of places, so the 

training I can’t really fault. I’m actually waiting for the assessor to come in so I 

can start my NVQ three.” (Stevie) 

“I think they’re really good here, I’ve only been here three months and I’ve 

done about four training courses already, and they offer you different training 

all the time.” (Sarah) 

 

These positive perceptions also extended to more informal L&D and it is perhaps 

these more informal learning experiences that are more akin to Kahn’s 

conceptualisation. The care home managers, and the Trust as a whole, were 

supportive of staff development, coached and mentored their staff and provided 

progression opportunities for people willing to advance through training, 

secondments and promotions. I witnessed and was told about how the managers 

facilitated and coached their staff to achieve their qualifications and develop their 

skills and how they encouraged other staff to pass on their experience and 

knowledge to others. For example, I observed Sam who was working towards her 

NVQ qualification being helped by Donna in preparing for her NVQ assessment. 

Sam was worried about the assessment, but Donna’s coaching and help, as Sam 

explained later gave her the confidence to subsequently pass.  

Lisa explained how she was being coached on the job and being given more 

responsibility to help her progress  
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 “My manager is working very, very hard with me. It sounds a bit self-awarding 

[by this she meant boastful] but I’m an aspiring deputy, so she’s doing 

everything in her power to help me further my knowledge…. And it’s all those 

things that I want to learn that she is willing to teach me, so there are 

opportunities.” (Lisa) 

And Jo told me about how she was going on secondment in another home to give 

her more experience 

 

 “I am being sent on this secondment soon so I get to start in another home 

for two days a week, which is going to be a challenge, I’m terrified, but I get to 

learn residents again and get to see what their abilities are, and hopefully I’ll 

be able to see different sides to a resident that normal support workers don’t 

hopefully, so that’s my task. I am terrified but Donna thinks I can do it.” (Jo) 

 

From my observations I noted that within the working day staff were frequently 

coached and supported by more experienced staff. Staff were quick to offer to help 

other colleagues undertake tasks they had not done before, so that most staff 

subsequently commented how these more informal learning opportunities to develop 

their skills and competence were appreciated and made them feel valued.  From the 

Trust’s perspective, as Donna told me that by investing in staff development 

benefitted not only the employee, but the Trust as a whole. This was also why she 

encouraged her staff to go on secondments and apply for promotions elsewhere in 

the Trust so that the skills and experience were not lost to the Trust.   As 

organisations that invest in L&D are more likely to have employees who are also 

more psychologically available (Shuck et al., 2011) as well being more engaged. 

Furthermore, enhancing caregivers’ qualifications and professional capacity helps in 

developing a skilful health care workforce (Pavlidis et al., 2019), that feels valued 

and so staff find work meaningful and a positive experience.  How feeling valued 

contributes to meaningfulness and the whole experience of being engaged is 

discussed in the next section.  
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4.4 Feeling Valued 

People experienced meaningfulness when they felt worthwhile, valued and valuable 

(Kahn, 1990).  Feeling valued for Kahn was related to the role, status and influence 

in that they occupied ‘valuable position’ so that individuals experienced this sense of 

meaningfulness. In contrast, within the care home context of my study, status and 

influence were not elements that contributed to care workers sense of feeling valued. 

My study also extends Kahn’s thinking in that feeling valued contributed to care 

workers whole experience of being engaged.  I found that when individuals felt 

valued and appreciated for their contribution this was not only linked to 

meaningfulness, but also to their availability in that they were more willing to expend 

discretionary effort, be more flexible, cover shifts, work extra hours and generally be 

more cooperative. It also gave them confidence and reassurance that they were 

doing a good job that it made them feel safe too. In keeping with other studies (see 

for example Robinson et al., 2004; and Claxton, 2014) feeling valued was an 

overwhelming driver for being engaged for the care workers in my study. 

Feeling valued in this context came primarily from the positive interactions and 

positive feedback from their supervisor and co-workers. Although pay was often 

seen as a source of dissatisfaction, it was not a measure staff used to assess their 

job satisfaction and meaningfulness at work.  For all the support staff, both the men 

and the women, feeling valued in this context was about intrinsic rewards such as 

positive feedback, praise and thanks for a job well done rather than extrinsic factors 

such as pay.  This is hardly surprising given that low pay environment of care work 

where the intrinsic rewards of altruism and making a difference are privileged over 

pay (Atkinson & Lucas, 2013a, 2013b). Nevertheless, the positive feedback, praise 

and thanks made staff feel valued and contributed to them being engaged.  

I witnessed staff being thanked for a job well done, or for covering shifts for other 

members of the team and for taking on additional responsibilities. Staff were 

encouraged to give each other positive feedback, and they usually thanked each 

other and received thanks from their manager at the end of their shifts before leaving 

work. In one team meeting I witnessed at Buttermere, the team on duty were asked 

to write down something positive about the work colleague sitting next to them, the 

papers were then passed around the group until every staff member had a positive 
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comment about them from each staff member present at the meeting.  This sort of 

activity encouraged an environment where ‘thanks and praise’ were part of the 

everyday routine.  Whilst I was observing, I was thanked in all three homes for 

undertaking tasks such as washing up, or reading a story to a resident. At the end of 

my research at Buttermere, I was given a card, signed by all the staff, and flowers, 

as a thank you for helping out.  This made me feel that I was valued for my small 

contribution. 

Both in informal conversations and in interviews, staff commented on how this made 

them feel valued, as the following examples from Angie, Karen and Lucy illustrate: 

“Yeah pretty much everyone gives you feedback, and that’s the other good 

thing, the support workers that are on the same level as you will give 

feedback, but also you’ve got your seniors who would give feedback and they 

do it in a good way, and even if it’s good feedback they do it aside, they don’t 

do it in front of people, and they’ll say this is what they liked, they constantly 

tell you…..It happened to me yesterday, [name] took me aside just to say well 

done on something that I did, didn’t realise I did it cos it was natural, and she 

was really pleased with that. And it’s little things like that that make you feel 

valued, appreciated.” (Angie) 

 

“We’ll say thank you, if you’ve had a good shift you say thank you for a nice 

shift and thank you for completing that task and it makes us all feel 

appreciated.” (Karen) 

 

“Within the home we always get thank you, it’s common courtesy that we all 

say thank you and respect that someone’s pulled some overtime so another 

one will step in and help, so us as a group in here work really well together 

and respect each other”. (Lucy) 

 

And Kelly and Sarah both commented that as a result they would be more willing to 

help out: 

 

“I feel I am appreciated, it makes me feel like if they need an extra shift 

covered I think I’ll do it because I know they appreciate it.” (Kelly) 
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“I feel valued, because like yesterday I stayed on till an hour and a half over 

and you know that they appreciate that, they appreciate things you do to help 

them out.” (Sarah) 

 

Fiona recounted how she was treated on her a special birthday, where the other staff 

held a surprise birthday party, with balloons, flowers and gifts how it made her feel:  

 

“So that was very emotional because it made me realise just what they 

thought of me.” 

 

Staff also felt that the care home managers demonstrated their appreciation, as 

Charlie and Julie commented:  

 

 “And whenever she asks me to do something, or I volunteer to do something, 

she will always say thank you, and I feel appreciated by her.” (Charlie) 

 

“And it’s all the small things that make us feel valued. And I think above all 

she will always thank us at the end of each day, even making us a drink in the 

mornings when we’re rushing around, it’s just small gestures really, and she 

tells us that she values us, and she will ask what can I do to make you feel 

valued.” (Julie)  

 

And Donna, the manager in Buttermere articulated how she would not let her staff 

devalue their work, by showing this appreciation and thanks, but also through not 

letting them talk negatively about their work: 

 

“It is hard work, the girls work really hard, and I get frustrated with the girls 

and with other people sometimes when they are devalued in what they do. 

‘I’m only a support worker’ is an expression that you will hear a lot, and I won’t 

have that said.” 

Thus, the managers instilled a sense of pride in the support workers’ job too.  
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These examples also point to what Claxton (2014) described as ‘altruistically-

orientated shared purpose’ that makes individuals feel valued, in that through their 

interactions with others and working together for a shared purpose involved people 

stating and restating, through behaviour and communication, that they valued others.  

Feeling valued in this context also came from the interactions with the residents 

themselves and their families.  Hugs and smiles from residents, praise and thanks 

from the residents’ families all contributed to intrinsic reward and a sense of feeling 

valued (Häggströmet al., 2004, Johnson, 2021).  

 

In contrast, there were mixed perceptions as to whether staff felt valued by more 

senior management and the Trust as a whole. In reflecting on this, I observed that 

the care home environment was a close-knit community where staff worked in small 

teams on shift and as such they identified strongly with their care home and less so 

with the Trust as a whole. Furthermore, feeling valued for staff as already stated 

came mainly from individual feedback, praise and thanks, that is to say recognition 

that is authentic and targeted to the individual (Brown et al., 2013). This individual 

approach is much more difficult to achieve at organisational level. With this in mind 

whether staff felt valued by the Trust was influenced by whether staff had any 

dealings with head office. Those who had more limited interactions tended to have 

more negative perceptions of the wider organisation. I concluded from my 

observations and from comments such as those made by Jo, Ruby and Monica 

below that the staff felt valued and appreciated by their care home manager, and 

spoke positively about this, but not necessarily by the Trust as a whole.  

 

“I feel very, very, very appreciated by my manager, it took me a while to feel that 

because I’m my own worst critic but that was my fault not hers, and I do feel that I’m 

very valued by her manager; anything above that they have no idea who I am or 

what my job is and therefore they’re all about a business, they’re not about what we 

do, but that’s the line. My manager and her manager are all about care, and then it’s 

a business, which they need to run a business and I understand that, but they need 

to realise that it has limits.” (Jo) 

 

“Well I think that my manager values us, the organisation as a whole I’m not so sure 

about. Don’t think that I do feel valued really by the Trust as a whole.” (Ruby) 
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“I feel valued in my role here, but not higher up, sometimes I think it could be better, I 

feel respected as a person here.” (Monica) 

 

Some staff felt that the Trust did make them feel valued and spoke positively about 

this particularly with regard their positive experiences of L&D and when evaluating 

them in comparison to other care providers.  

 

“Yeah, it’s just the way they do things is we’re not just a big company, we’ll 

centre things round you in a way that suits you and the clients, it’s not just 

your payroll number, you’re an individual to them, some people know you by 

sight, they remember my name, I can’t describe it, it’s just a feeling that you 

get, you just feel happy, you feel part of a home, part of a family.” (Jordan) 

 

“It seems to be a very caring organisation as a whole, and that’s not just 

towards its service users or residents, that’s towards its staff as well, so I do 

feel valued and appreciated by the Trust.” (Angie) 

 

Others in contrast however did not feel valued and appreciated beyond their care 

home.  

 

“So I just think a little bit more incentive would be nice to show us an 

appreciation, cos you’ve the staff that work here because they love the job, 

and you’ve got staff who work here cos they need to work, so you can see the 

common ones that pick up the overtime, not necessarily want it but pick it up 

because it’s about the guys, they’re at the heart of it, and you can see who 

they are, and I just think that if the Trust would recognise that that would be 

nice.” (Fiona) 

 

Whilst these comments demonstrate mixed perceptions about whether they felt 

valued by the organisation, in reflecting on what I observed and heard from the staff, 

I concluded that it was much more important for the staff in this context to feel valued 

by their immediate supervisor and their colleagues than the organisation.  My 

findings are thus in contrast to both Kahn’s emphasis on POS expressed by senior 
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management – the extent to which the organisation values their contribution in 

fostering engagement; and subsequent research that identified POS as a particularly 

significant indicator of engagement with work and the organisation (Saks, 2006; 

Crawford et al., 2014; Francis & Keegan, 2021).  Praise and thanks need to be 

authentic and targeted at the individual (Claxton, 2014). As such it is much more 

difficult to demonstrate that staff are valued at organisational level, particularly when 

the leadership are situated remotely from the care home staff. More importantly staff 

more strongly identified with their individual care homes, so that a sense of feeling 

valued really came from within the care home context rather than further up the 

organisation.  

Thus, a sense of feeling valued really came from feedback in the form of praise and 

thanks from others in this context. This then contributed to staff feeling what they 

were doing was worthwhile and that they were making a difference, but also to their 

availability and psychological presence at work. In demonstrating this, my study 

extends Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation of meaningfulness to how feeling valued is 

operationalised through the feedback from others and not just from achievement of 

the task and the interactions with others per say. Furthermore, in contrast to Kahn 

the sense of feeling valued stemmed from these close relationships and not from the 

organisation.  

 

4.5. The Demands of Working in Care – The Danger of Over 

Engagement and Burnout 

Care work is physically, emotionally and mentally demanding. The role is varied and 

encompasses diverse tasks such as administering medication, assisting with 

activities of daily living, managing challenging behaviour and their complex needs 

(Outar & Rose, 2017) and in this context giving the residents the best quality of life 

possible within the confines of their disabilities. 

Within the Trust physical demands included manual handling and lifting of residents, 

and dealing with residents who were physically abusive. I observed, for example, 

interactions with a resident who had to be physically restrained, because he 

punched, kicked and pulled hair. Mental demands included solving problems and 
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making decisions about the residents, such as the responsibility for administering 

drugs and organising appointments. Emotional demands involved caring about the 

residents’ well-being, and worrying about them when they were ill. 

Despite these demands the work environment was very positive and the working 

conditions in contrast to other care settings, (See for example Charlesworth et al., 

2015; Folbre, 2008, 2012; Hebson et al., 2015; Keeley, 2021) were, as I observed, 

and were perceived by the staff, as being good. The staff generally demonstrated 

that they were, as Kahn (1990) suggested, able to place themselves fully in their role 

performance. That is to say be able harness their physical, mental and emotional 

resources that made them psychologically available to engage themselves at work.  

Whilst the job was seen as stressful, at times this was, as Pat and Kelly commented, 

about how you handled it, and having good coping mechanisms that usually involved 

good support networks, so that the staff were able to ‘offload’ to family members, 

friends and colleagues when they felt stressed. 

However, the demands of the job as for other care workers were at times physically 

mentally and emotionally draining (Outer & Rose, 2017) as Chris, Jane and Jordan 

stated respectively.  

 

“Physically it’s hard, mentally at times, you are on your feet all the time, 

bathing people, pushing wheelchairs, it’s all quite physical.” (Chris) 

 

“I’ve actually said to my boyfriend a few times you don’t realise how 

challenging, both mentally and physically, my job is and how tiring it can be.” 

(Jane) 

 

“But sometimes it’s hard, you’re not supposed to get emotionally attached but 

that’s hard in a residential setting because it’s like a big family, we all look 

after each other, staff look after each other.” (Jordan) 

 

Other staff spoke about at times going home and crying because they were so tired 

and emotionally drained: 
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“I go home and cry a little bit cos I’m so tired” (Sara) 

In contrast to Kahn (1990) and more recent research by Afrahi et al. (2022), this did 

not however lead to staff disengaging with the job. Rather in this environment work 

demands were associated with increased levels of emotional and physical 

exhaustion (Outer & Rose, 2017) that manifested themselves more in their personal 

lives.  That is to say, they were too tired at times to have much energy for outside 

activities.  As such, my findings here suggest a resonance with the concept of 

burnout, as espoused by Maslach et al (2001), who observed that burnout is more 

prevalent in jobs where there is an emotional investment, as in the care home setting 

of this research.  Furthermore, staff could be classified as “engaged-exhausted” 

workers who were passionate about their work, reported high levels of interest, but 

experienced stress and frustration (Moeller et al., 2018).  However, I found no actual 

evidence of staff being ‘burnt out’ in my sixty hours of observing staff in the Trust, nor 

in my conversations.   Whilst working extra shifts and long hours have been linked to 

burnout in other health care settings, (See for example, Keyko et al., 2016; Poulsen 

et al., 2014), there is no research with regard to this for care workers, and in this 

context, it was negated by the good support networks both within and outside of 

work.  I also observed that the care home managers were very aware of when their 

staff were tired and emotionally exhausted and would encourage them, even 

instructing them to go home, or take some time off.  

Related to this is the danger of being over engaged, something that Kahn (1990) did 

not consider. By this I mean that staff in being emotionally attached and having 

altruistic motivations to caring for the residents, sometimes would go more than the 

‘extra mile’ for the residents.  I have in other sections of my findings already 

discussed how staff willingly worked extra shifts, were reluctant at times to go home 

and even came into work on their days off because of this.  It also manifested itself 

to a certain extent by the fact that staff worried about work and the residents when 

they were home, often calling in work to check on them. For example, Alison said  

“I’m always getting texts from people at work about what’s going on, and I text 

them if I’ve got concerns” 

 

And Jo commented 
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“I often think about work when I am home and will pop in, as I only live around the 

corner, or call when I’m not on shift” 

 

The care home managers to a certain extent took advantage of this in order to 

provide continuity of care, thus they knew that their staff would willingly work extra 

shifts.  There was however, no pressure exerted on staff by the care home 

managers to do this. Indeed, the care home managers themselves frequently 

covered for staff absences and staff shortages.  If staff were ‘over engaged’ with 

their work, or went the extra mile to support the residents, such as taking residents to 

activities on the staff members day off, they willingly did so.  Staff made it clear in 

conversations that this was the case speaking about their attachment to the 

residents and seeing them as part of their extended family. 

In contrast, in other care home settings there was an element of coercion with staff 

being made to feel guilty about letting their residents down if they did not work extra 

shifts. What was interesting here, is that this did lead to feelings of resentment and 

disengagement from the job, because they felt they were being exploited for profit 

and treated as disposable, unskilled and replaceable (Bayliss & Gideon, 2020; 

Horton, 2019), and so they soon left.  

“I was working in residential childcare prior to joining the Trust and I really loved the 

children, but the hours got really crazy, like sleeping in overnight and doing 25-hour 

shifts.  I was constantly being expected to work more hours or stay longer than my 

shift. They made me feel guilty when I said no because I’ve got a young child… I 

probably stayed longer because of the children but in the end, I found it all too 

stressful.” (Claire) 

In summary care work is demanding and can be emotionally, physically and mentally 

draining, but the staff at the trust all viewed it as rewarding. More importantly the 

supportive environment meant that whilst there was a danger of staff being over 

engaged and potentially being burnt out, this was negated by the supportive 

environment, both within in the Trust and at home. This was also attributed to staff 

having some flexibility and work-life balance which is discussed in the next section.   
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4.6 Flexibility, Reciprocity and Work-Life Balance  

In order to provide continuous care to the residents in the Trust, all the support staff 

as described in chapter three, worked shifts.  At first glance, one would not think that 

working shifts allowed any flexibility. Indeed, previous research has suggested that 

female dominated posts and sectors (such as the care sector context of my 

research) are those with the worst access to schedule control and that their work and 

family lives are not compatible with each other (Chung, 2017).  This was not the 

case at the Trust, as there was flexibility in that staff had some say in which shifts 

they worked, or they were able to swap shifts with colleagues.  Furthermore, staff felt 

that they had a good work-life balance. From the Trust’s perspective, in allowing 

some flexibility, enabled the care home managers to cover staff shortages. The 

Trust, like other organisations in the care sector, experienced difficulty in recruiting 

staff.  All three care home managers commented on the need to be flexible in order 

to fill vacancies.  In addition, in providing some flexibility meant that the Trust was 

better able to retain their staff and this contributed to their work-life balance. Thus, 

providing some flexibility was beneficial both to the employer and the employees 

(Brown, 2021). 

Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation considered the influence of peoples outside lives on 

their psychological availability in terms of how they could distract from, or increase 

their availability, particularly with regard to them investing physical energy in role 

performance. However, flexibility and achieving a work-life balance were not 

elements he considered from his study. My study extends Kahn’s work to consider 

how these elements influence individuals’ engagement.  

Flexibility is about having some say in when and where you work (Chung et al., 

2020) and within the care home setting of my study, having some flexibility and thus 

achieving a better work-life balance, contributed to care staff being able to harness 

their personal resources to work performance and their being engaged. It also meant 

for the Trust that staff were willing to be flexible themselves and be reciprocal in 

volunteering to cover shifts and work overtime. Insufficient notice and limited 

flexibility of work schedules was recently found to have a negative impact on low 

paid workers in particular and their work-life balance (Chung et al., 2020).  
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Flexibility was achieved through giving staff advanced notice of their work schedule, 

so they were able to swap shifts with colleagues and take their holidays when they 

wanted. The work schedules were recorded through a rota system prepared by the 

deputy managers each month. Alex commented:  

“No document is read as much as the duty rota, the man-hours that go into 

reading it are unbelievable.”  

Whilst the rotas were scrutinised, my observation was that this then formed the basis 

of informal negotiations between staff over who worked which shift that allowed staff 

to better plan their lives. Alison reflected that she left it to her team to resolve and 

Jamie confirmed that this was also the case at Grasmere. 

“I will allow staff to swap shifts and do things if it fits in with the house, if it 

doesn’t then I’ll say no, and I leave it to the staff to resolve and then come to 

me and ask if I’m happy with the resolution. I try not to make that my problem 

too much if staff need to swap shifts, see if you can do it and then come to 

me.” (Alison) 

“She is very flexible, she’s the manager and if you go to her and say I really 

need that (time) off; basically her take on the nurses seems to be, you know 

what, as long as this place is covered you all work whatever you want to work, 

she does the rota and then we can swap and change, we can do whatever we 

want, that’s my perception, as long as the place is covered.” (Jamie) 

Staff commented on the reciprocity in the organisation of rotas and the flexibility for 

staff to fit shifts around their home life: 

“You can always scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours, I need that shift 

covered, can you do that one and then I could swap that one to an early or 

whatever.” (Donna) 

 

“I would say that a lot of staff here, a lot of the rota staff requests, are worked 

around their partner’s work life and availability for child care, so we often 

accommodate that as long as the shifts are covered.”  (Alison) 
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Conversations about shift cover and swapping shift took place on a daily basis, 

usually in the kitchen over coffee, which resulted in agreements to swap, or cover 

colleagues’ shifts and this was supported by the care home managers. A typical 

conversation would start with “Can anyone cover my shift?” or a direct approach to a 

colleague. I observed a conversation between Sharon and Ruby resulting in them 

agreeing to swap shifts the following day. The managers also tended to take an 

informal approach: for example, I saw Donna ask if anyone could work the afternoon 

shift as well as the morning shift and several staff volunteered. Becky confirmed this 

willingness in saying: 

“I think when we’re short staffed the majority of them will go the extra mile as 

well, they’ll pick up extra shifts and they’ll be as flexible as they possibly can 

be.” 

 

Staff also spoke about being appreciative of this flexibility and thus being willing to 

reciprocate and to cover other staff as Kelly and Stevie said:  

 

“It [the flexibility] makes me feel like if they need an extra shift covered I think 

I’ll do it because I know they appreciate it.” (Kelly)  

 

“If I had to go home somebody would always be willing to step in and help 

out.” (Stevie) 

 

The use of bank staff occasionally caused resentment amongst the permanent staff, 

because bank staff were able, in their perception, to ‘pick and choose’ the nicer 

shifts.  However, the staff accepted this because they appreciated that shifts needed 

to be covered. In general, staff shortages resulted in staff being flexible over their 

shift patterns and offering to cover additional shifts when required.  This flexibility 

thus contributed to staff’s perceptions of work-life balance. Flexibility was also 

achieved for some of the staff through working part time, so that the staff who 

worked part time perceived a better balance between their work and non-work 

activities. 
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Work-life balance concerns the amount of time and focus an individual devotes to 

work as compared to non-work activities such as family life and leisure (Kelliher et al 

2019).  The term implies equilibrium, or satisfaction with the time spent in work and 

non-work activities, but this does not mean the time between work and non-work is 

equally distributed (Kelliher et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2020).  Furthermore, empirical 

studies linking work-life balance to engagement suggest that this is more about how 

much work interferes with non-work activities (Wood et al., 2020), rather than finding 

this equilibrium.   

 

My research suggests that achieving this equilibrium contributed to staff at the Trust 

being engaged at work.  Kahn’s (1990) study does not consider work-life balance, 

rather he considered how outside lives had the potential to take individuals’ 

psychologically away from their role performance, thus negatively influencing their 

availability.  My study suggests a more nuanced interpretation in that for the care 

staff this was more about finding a balance between their work and non-work 

activities, rather than non-work interfering with work.  Indeed, having supportive 

families meant that staff were able to fully engage in this environment.  Staff (in 

interviews and informal conversations) spoke about how the job fitted in with their 

home life so that they achieved a work-life balance. It is also noteworthy here that in 

this highly gendered environment these perceptions applied equally to the male and 

female staff. For example, Chris and Claire both spoke about how they had found 

balance at the Trust in comparison to their previous jobs.  

 

“Yeah, it’s a balance now; there is that work-life balance, which is nice.” 

(Chris) 

 

“Here there’s no sleep-ins, the shifts are seven and a half hours and then if I 

want extra that’s my choice, so that appealed to me as well, that the family 

work-life balance would work better, which it is.” (Claire)  

 

Staff working part-time they were better able to achieve a good work-life balance as 

both Stevie and Jamie commented: 
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“I would say the balance is just right, I’ve always worked part-time since I’ve 

had the kids, and I am fortunate that I can fit my job around my family.”  

(Stevie) 

 

“My life outside of work is nice, I think I’ve got the right balance, with doing 

four days a week I love that extra one day off a week, now I’m lucky that I can 

do that, I wouldn’t want to work five days cos I’m too idle really, cos I want to 

spend my time at home with my cats and my family and stuff.” (Jamie) 

 

In contrast, other staff spoke of the difficulty in juggling shift work with family life. This 

was more of an issue for staff who worked full-time. For example, Charlie and Becky, 

who both worked full-time, commented on this as follows: 

 

“But some days, especially when my boyfriend is off and he works shift 

patterns, we hardly even see each other because I will finish at 10 and he 

goes to work at seven. I find it really difficult to have a personal life around my 

job.” (Charlie) 

 

“It is really stressful at times trying to balance everything and not feeling 

anything’s going right.” (Becky) 

 

However, whilst some of the staff articulated that they had difficulty in balancing work 

and home life, others commented that they were willing to accept this because they 

loved the job. Judy typified these comments when she said:  

 

“I spend more time with them than I do with my husband. But I don’t hate my 

job at all, I absolutely love it, it’s the best move I made.” 

 

Supportive family relationships also enabled staff to achieve a good work-life 

balance that enabled them to be engaged when they were at work. In discussing 

their lives outside of work, staff frequently spoke about their families (several had 

family members who lived locally) and how they provided emotional and practical 

support, such as help with child care, as well as being the focus of their outside 

activities. Family was frequently mentioned in discussions around the kitchen table 
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(the hub of all three homes) that I observed. These discussions not only were about 

plans for their time off with their family and how spending time with them helped 

them to relax, but also about how their families provided support.  

 

“My family, they’re really important to me and I love my family time. In my 

week my relaxing is just when I put my little boy to bed and my husband goes 

to work and I’ve got me time, and I like it.” (Angie) 

 

“My family are very supportive; when I do an early shift, if my husband is at 

work my sister-in-law has my kids, I drop them off at seven and she takes 

them to school, and we’re an Irish family so there’s lots of us and everybody 

helps each other.” (Lisa)  

 

In conclusion, having some flexibility and achieving work-life balance contributes to 

staff being engaged despite the pressure of working shifts. In having some flexibility 

and feeling there was a balance between their work and non-work, staff were more 

psychologically available and were able to bring themselves fully to their role.  Kahn 

did not consider flexibility and his research only considered the negative effect of the 

work-life interface, as such my study extends Kahn’s work to demonstrate that 

having a work-life balance and peoples outside lives can have a positive, rather than 

a negative effect on them being engaged. 

 

4.7 Extrinsic Rewards  

Kahn (1990) did not consider the influence of extrinsic rewards in his research, 

probably because they were not seen as relevant to his context. However, in the 

context of social care, where low pay and minimum wages is the norm they are 

highly relevant in understanding why staff despite low pay are engaged in this 

setting. The Trust is a charity operating in the third sector with limited funds received 

mainly from local government as such the Trust cannot afford to pay their care staff 

much more than the minimum wage (Davies, 2021).  The Trust was very aware of 

the issues of attracting and retaining individuals into this low paid environment and 

endeavoured to reward staff financially with small salary increases for attaining 

qualifications and for long service, as well as giving all staff a gift voucher at 
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Christmas, which were appreciated by them.  However, it was evident that in by 

working in this low paid environment that staff (both the men and the women) 

privileged altruism over pay (Atkinson & Lucas, 2013b). Staff stated in both 

interviews and informal conversations that they did not do the job for the money, but 

for the satisfaction they gained from the type of work. Chris, Donna and Jane’s 

comments were typical of responses when questioned about pay: 

 

“But we don’t come into this job for money, we come into it because we want 

to come into it, not everyone can do this job.” (Chris) 

“Working in care is not about money because you’re never going to be paid 

what your value is; it’s about what else you get from doing the job. If job 

satisfaction is more important than money then work in care, because that’s 

where the balance is, the job satisfaction should be up here and the money’s 

probably about there.” (Donna) 

“Yeah, I must admit the pay is not brilliant but there’ve been staff here that 

have moaned about the pay, fine, but they’ve gone off somewhere else and 

they’re not as happy, yeah the pay’s not that brilliant but I’m happier than I’ve 

ever been in a job, even if I’ve been in jobs with more money, I’ve never been 

as happy in a job as I am here.” (Jane) 

 

Whilst staff reported that money was not their main motivation to care; the lack of 

financial rewards and feelings around financial security, inevitably at times influenced 

their availability.  My summation was that staff fell roughly into three groups: those 

who did not have any financial concerns, mainly because their partners had well-paid 

jobs – these staff typically chose to work part-time; those who worked part-time but 

had other jobs that were better paid; and those who worked full-time at the Trust who 

expressed the most concerns about money.  

 

The first group all spoke about the intrinsic rewards gained from doing the type of 

work, the inherently rewarding nature of care work (Atkinson & Lucas, 2013a) and 

how the job fitted in with their personal circumstances. They were able to work part 

time and had often negotiated their work patterns and shifts to fit in with their outside 
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lives. I reflected whilst the overwhelming perception of work for all staff was positive, 

perhaps these staff were the most contented because they had as Hakim suggested 

been able to ‘chose’ to work part time (Hakim, 1991). These perceptions are 

illustrated by Charlie, Fiona, and Julie 

 

 “I don’t do it for the money…. Yeah, and I’m lucky enough to have my partner 

who earns a nice amount.” (Charlie) 

 

“I absolutely love my job. I’ve reached a point where I don’t need money like 

you do when you’re a young person but, yes, it is so pleasurable to be where I 

am and that’s why I came into care and whilst I am still working well past 

retirement age, because I don’t have to worry about money.” (Fiona) 

 

“my job I don’t really do it for the money, my husband’s got a well-paid job and 

I don’t need to work full-time just to pay my bills” (Julie), 

 

 

In terms of the second group, these workers all worked part time, but also worked 

other low paid but better paying jobs such as in supermarkets, or warehouses. 

However, they saw them as less intrinsically rewarding and meaningful. It was 

interesting to note here that most of the male support workers, but not all, fell into 

this group.  This was highlighted by three of the Grasmere support workers in 

conversation with me. They worked part-time and they explained that although they 

loved working for the Trust and found the job very rewarding, they could not afford to 

work full-time for the Trust.  Frankie told me she had two other jobs that paid more 

money, in addition to working at the Trust and had considered leaving, but was 

reluctant to do so as this was the only job she actually enjoyed.   

 

The managers were also very aware of this as Becky commented: 

 

“I have some super part-time support workers whom I would love to employ 

full-time but we don’t pay them enough so they have to work in other jobs to 

make ends meet.”  
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Alex also commented on this in the context of recruiting and retaining staff: 

 

“Cos they’re not the greatest payers in the world, so they’re lucky in a sense 

with some of the staff that they’ve recruited cos they could earn more money 

elsewhere, quite a few of them have other jobs to make ends meet.” 

 

The third group were those who worked full time and it was some of this group who 

had financial worries and were experiencing financial hardship. Some also relied on 

social security benefits to make ends meet as Galandini and Ferrer (2020) 

subsequently reported for other care workers. Interestingly here none of the male 

staff that took part in my study worked full time, perhaps because they had as 

already stated had to also work better paying jobs. Kelly, Jo and Monica all spoke 

about not being able to pay bills: 

 

“I do love my job, initially I didn’t come here because of the pay or anything. 

Like everybody, financial issues that’s a form of stress for me at the moment.  

Yeah, I worry about money, I’ve got unpaid bills and debts and I worry how I 

am ever going to pay them off.” (Kelly) 

 

“But that’s the only thing that really annoys, that makes me angry, and 

sometimes, this is going to sound really petty now, I know I work for a trust but 

when I can’t pay my bills at the end of the month, when I feel like I’ve worked 

48 million hours a week, that gets me angry and then I cry, and then I have to 

remember why I do the job. So, I have had a few meetings about my pay and 

it did go up in April, but then you have to remember why you do the job and I 

work for a trust, so I get paid okay but I have to just juggle my life a bit more, 

but that’s the juggle of life but I’d love more money.” (Jo) 

“I took a pay cut to be here, but I thought money can’t buy happiness and I 

thought if I’m happy I don’t need that, but it’s just every now and again when I 

get paid, that’s the only issue when I can’t pay my bills and then I’ve got to 

pick up the extra shifts.” (Monica) 
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All three managers were aware that some of their staff had financial difficulties and 

tried to help and support them where they could – for example, by asking certain 

staff first if they would be available to work additional shifts, knowing they needed the 

money.  However, as Donna told me in conversation, she was then concerned about 

her staff working too much and being overly tired, or becoming ill.  Thus, there was a 

tension between staff needing to work overtime and being physically and emotionally 

available to do so. It also points to the dilemma that many care home providers have 

to do more with fewer resources, such as relying on staff to work overtime both paid 

and unpaid, with the resultant tension in quality of care versus service efficiency 

(Francis & Keegan, 2021) and the potential for burnout. 

 

Staff were also worried about the longer-term effect of being in low-paid jobs as 

Ruby (who still lived with her parents) reflected when asked what would make her 

leave the Trust. 

“I think about possibly my future and my personal circumstances mean that 

I’m going to struggle to afford a house unless my parents leave me theirs 

when they die, which is a sad thing to actually sit here and say, that the only 

way I’m ever going to own a home of my own is from my parents leaving me 

theirs. So, I think I need to earn more to be able to get that independence for 

myself, my own home, have a better standard of living when it comes to 

retiring, savings, that’s where I feel I need to move on for my own personal 

well-being.” 

 

The balance between sufficient earnings and finding intrinsic satisfaction in the work 

they were doing was clearly a concern for some employees. It was evident that for 

some staff, having financial security from a partner’s earnings influenced their 

decision to work in care, because they could afford to do so. For others, though, they 

had other additional, less satisfying part-time jobs in order to make ends meet and 

continue to work in the care job they said they loved. For those working full-time in 

care, particularly where their partners were also working in care, or other low-paid 

jobs, money was a real issue that meant that they could not see a long-term future in 

the sector and were struggling financially. What was interesting to me was that 

despite staff expressing concerns over money they were psychologically available 
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and felt that the intrinsic rewards of the job, such as satisfaction, feeling valued and 

meaningful work, were more important to them than money.  

 

“It’s ironic that I earned more working in McDonald’s but I came back to 

Buttermere because there isn’t much satisfaction in flipping burgers.” (Judy) 

 

 “You don’t get much satisfaction from stacking cans of beans.” (Monica) 

 

Whilst these comments were expressed positively, in reflecting further on them, 

there is a clear negative connation to them in terms of what other jobs staff 

perceived were available to them.  Monica and Judy’s comments have resonance 

with the gendered social norms debate in the social care sector ( Atkinson & Lucas, 

2013a, 2013b; Folbre, 2012; Hebson et al., 2015) in that they point to lack of 

qualifications and the low status of care work being a barrier to finding meaningful 

alternative work. Thus, meaningful and satisfying work were privileged over pay and 

the Trust was able to retain staff, partly because of this lack of perceived options for 

meaningful work (Walters, 2005). Indeed, as with other social care providers, the 

Trust relied on workers who found care work meaningful so that this becomes a 

reward in itself (Bryce, 2018) and lower pay was accepted as the trade-off for 

meaningful work and intrinsic rewards. However, the low-pay environment did not 

impact negatively on staff engagement behaviours, because the intrinsic rewards 

that they perceived came with the job, such as finding meaningfulness from the work 

were more important to them.  

 

As already discussed, for care workers meaningfulness was derived from a sense of 

share purpose and altruistic feelings of wanting to make a difference as such my 

research suggested in this context there was a clear work role fit and shared vision 

of the job. This then governed the norms of behaviour. This is discussed in the next 

section. 

 

4.8 Work-Role Fit  

According to Kahn (1990), co-worker norms contribute to feelings of safety because 

they tend to govern behaviour, attitudes and emotions. He suggested that individuals 
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who stayed within the boundaries of appropriate behaviour will feel safer at work.  In 

contrast to Kahn, in the context of my research this was much more about work-role 

fit and motivation to care work rather than working within boundaries of appropriate 

behaviour, such as following rules or standard work practices. Staff spoke about 

having ‘the right attitude’ and managers about looking for the right fit with their team 

and the organisation when recruiting staff. Staff spoke about being attracted to the 

Trust itself because it was a charity and other altruistic reasons for choosing care 

work that have been discussed already. Staff explained that their role was often 

misunderstood; for example, Jordan said:  

 

“Caring isn’t all about wiping bottoms and personal care, it’s all about making 

sure they get a person-centred life really, that they can actually enjoy 

themselves.” 

 

In terms of both co-worker norms and work-role fit, staff spoke of this as being about 

the right sort of person and the right attitude and understanding ‘the ethos’ of the 

Trust. Needing to really care about the residents was a recurring theme that staff 

spoke about in general conversation and the interviews, as Jane, Fiona and Julie all 

commented:  

 

“That it’s not just a job, it’s caring, you need to care, these lads know if 

somebody cares about them or not. That’s to be what it is, caring, don’t just 

come for the job because it’s a job and it’s going to tide you over, you need to 

really care” (Jane)  

 

“I think that’s wrong because if you haven’t got that feeling for care, for the 

guys, then you shouldn’t be here.” (Fiona) 

 

“the staff team, we all share a similar vision, we all really do care and I think 

that that helps a lot. It’s got to feel right, and you can tell when they don’t 

share your vision and they’re not passionate, I think that that shines through.” 

(Julie) 
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Staff were sometimes frustrated when other staff members did not share the Trusts 

ethos as Jamie and Becky’s comments illustrate: 

 

“Sometimes staff who don’t necessarily want to be here, they’re here for the wrong 

reasons I think, and it’s very difficult because you have to want to do this job, you 

have to, you have to have a passion for it, because it’s not like any other job, you 

can go and earn a lot more money if you want to go into Tesco’s, but these people 

aren’t cans of beans. So, I find it very frustrating when you get people who are just 

coming in to do it, we all come in to do our job but you’ve got to have an extra layer 

to it where you really do want to support these people and keep them happy and 

healthy.” (Jamie) 

 

“They’re not particularly engaged with the job, they come in and do the basics and 

no more, there’s no flexibility and they grumble if you take them out of their routine 

and you don’t get them going the extra mile for people…. They’re only here because 

they don’t feel they have got any alternative and that’s frustrating”. (Becky)  

 

Staff tended to agree about other norms of behaviour, that is the shared 

expectations about behaviour and attitudes that they felt were needed in the job. 

These were teamwork, being proactive, that is looking for and doing jobs that 

needed to be done without being asked, and doing their fair share of the jobs. In my 

observations, I could see that staff did seek out and do jobs, even when their shift 

was nearly finished. For example, at Grasmere, Frankie had only 15 minutes until 

the end of her shift, yet she started a pile of ironing and I observed Nicky and Bobby, 

who had arrived before the start of their shift, go to help a colleague with bathing a 

resident. I frequently observed staff asking what they could do next, or could they 

help a colleague with a task, or using their initiative to complete tasks that needed to 

be done, without being asked.   

 

Staff expressed frustration at those who did not, in their opinion, ‘pull their weight’, or 

were in their view ‘not proactive’, and commented that ill-feeling did occasionally 

arise between colleagues if one felt they were doing more than their fair share. In 
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interviews, staff confirmed their frustration when their colleagues did not pull their 

weight, as Julie, Angie and Judy all commented separately: 

 

“The staff not pulling their weight, cutting corners, I don’t like that.” (Julie) 

 

“I think probably the biggest thing is people not pulling their weight, you always get 

one or two that do more, and one or two that do less wherever you work, the job 

requires quite a large amount of proactivity because there’s washing needs doing, 

bags that need emptying, and you need to be on top of it and keep looking; although 

we do sit down there is no need for us to sit down because there’s always a job that 

needs doing.” (Angie) 

 

“We had a couple of members of staff that weren’t quite on the same page as some 

of us, they did their job but it was very task-orientated or just the lazy way about it, 

they didn’t stay long in the job.” (Judy)  

 

In terms of what staff did in response to this they told me that they would either avoid 

other staff members where possible, for example by changing their shift, or they took 

a more proactive approach in directing them to complete tasks that they saw needed 

to be done. This was often done through negotiation, I will do this if you do that, in 

other words informal peer pressure. In reflecting on what I saw and was said, I got 

the sense that these individuals, unlike other staff members, did perceive the role of 

support worker as just a job, and so did not share the norms and expectations of the 

role in terms altruistic shared purpose. The consequences of this were as Judy 

stated, that staff who did not ‘fit in’, or buy into the ways of working and the role, 

typically left the organisation within a few months. 

 

In summary, work-role fit that governed staff behaviour and shaped the working 

environment within the care homes were evident in this research. These behaviours 

were generally positive and supportive evidenced through teamwork, supervisor and 

co-worker support, so that work was a pleasant shared experience that contributed 

to them being engaged.  
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4.9 Summary of Findings and Concluding Comments 

 

My research aimed to explore care home staff’s experiences of being engaged. This 

chapter has detailed the significant findings from my research that contribute to staff 

being engaged in the Green Meadow Trust.  The findings have reappraised Kahn’s 

original broad conceptualisation within this context and how the application of his 

theory of personal engagement could improve our understanding of what it is to be 

engaged. They demonstrate that, even though it is over thirty years since he 

conducted his seminal work that explored the qualitative, individualistic, contextual 

and relational nature of engagement, his conceptualisation is still relevant in other 

contexts to his research settings. 

 

 My research has shown that Kahn’s themes and qualitative enquiry methodology 

can be applied in other contextual settings and contribute to an understanding of 

what it is to be engaged, emotionally, behaviourally and cognitively. More importantly 

I have shown how his broad conceptualisation can be operationalised in another 

context to his research settings.  I have discussed where my findings have added to, 

extended and contrasted with Kahn’s theorising, as well as offering new insights into 

our understanding of being engaged for care staff. My findings suggest that being 

engaged is a subject individual experience that is influenced by good relationships, 

finding work meaningful and feeling valued.  As such it adds to and extends Kahn’s 

conceptualisation with regard to relationships and meaningfulness to the whole 

experience of being engaged for care workers in this context, and not just to Kahn’s 

specific psychological preconditions of availability, safety and meaningfulness. 

 

My findings demonstrate that being engaged is a highly relational concept that 

manifests itself through the development of good relationships. Good relationships 

are facilitated by the care home manager (immediate supervisor) whose role is 

pivotal to care workers experiences of being engaged. Indeed, it is the PSS rather 

than POS that is important to care workers’ experiences in this context, because the 

care staff strongly identified with their care home and the care home manager rather 

than the organisation.  Good relationships with co-workers and with the residents 

further contributed to the whole experience of being engaged for care staff that 
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created an environment where individuals perceived their co-workers and the care 

home residents as their extended family and supportive behaviours of co-workers 

thus reinforced their perceptions of being engaged. 

 

My findings further extend Kahn’s conceptualisation in demonstrating that flexibility, 

reciprocity and finding a good work-life balance underpin the development of good 

relationships that are fundamental to care workers experiences of being engaged.  In 

being flexible and reciprocal staff were able to achieve a better balance between 

their work and non-work activities. Rather than taking them away from work as 

Kahn’s suggested, the support of their families meant that they could bring their 

whole self to their work and be engaged.  

 

I have also shown that Kahn’s psychological precondition of meaningfulness that 

need to be present for personal engagement can be applied to non-professional 

staff.  In this context, meaningful work was mainly about finding purpose and reward 

from the sense of making a difference to the lives of the residents of the Green 

Meadow Trust rather than from the task characteristics as Kahn suggested. My 

findings further extend our knowledge of the importance of finding work meaningful 

and purposeful to non-professional staff for them being engaged. Furthermore, my 

findings demonstrate the importance of opportunities for growth and development for 

non-professional staff that go beyond in-role development to include formal 

opportunities to gain qualifications and training that enhance care workers 

perceptions of their self-worth and rewarding work. 

 

My findings extend Kahn’s conceptualisation in pointing to the importance of feeling 

valued to the whole experience of being engaged and not just to psychological 

meaningfulness. Feeling valued for care staff, came from the recognition from their 

supervisor and co-workers that was shown through them being praised and thanked 

on a daily basis. Furthermore, my findings have demonstrated contributing elements 

to care staff being engaged that are more unique to this setting including feeling 

valued, intrinsic rewards, work/role fit, flexibility, reciprocity and work-life balance.  

 

In summary, the key contribution of my research that has been shown in my findings 

is that it distinguishes between the concept of ‘engagement’ as something that can 
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be defined, measured and quantified, and the more nuanced, sensitive and 

ultimately more valuable understanding of individual experiences of ‘being engaged 

at work’.  The significant themes from my findings will be discussed further in the 

next chapter.  
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Chapter 5 Discussion and Conclusion 

5.1 Introduction 

This research set out to investigate the experiences of being engaged for care home 

staff. In seeking to understand the influences for them being engaged, the initial 

research question/objective was broad and exploratory in nature.  

1. How can we better comprehend care home staff’s experiences of being 

engaged?  

However, during the data analysis stage and in keeping with the abductive approach 

taken in this study, a further question emerged that suggested a resonance with 

Kahn’s original conceptualisation.  

2. How can the application of Kahn’s theoretical model improve our 

understanding of what it is to be engaged? 

This chapter discusses my findings and draws conclusions in order to answer these 

two research questions, drawing upon the academic literature in order to 

demonstrate my study’s contribution to our knowledge of being engaged at work. It 

will discuss the contribution to academic and practitioner knowledge and consider 

the limitations of my research as well as potential areas for further research, before 

drawing conclusions.   The discussion identifies where my study extends and 

develops Kahn’s conceptualisation, particularly with regard to how the experience of 

being engaged manifests itself for care home staff, through the interplay of the 

behavioural, emotional and relational aspects of being engaged.  Furthermore, it 

goes beyond Kahn’s conceptualisation by identifying the elements and conditions 

within this context that allows engagement to flourish, that would help us better 

understand the individual lived experiences of being engaged.  

Since Kahn (1990) first conceptualised employee engagement,  it has been viewed 

predominantly through a positivistic lens using quantitative survey methods (Francis 

and Keegan, 2020; Sambrook, 2021;Shuck et al 2021a, 2021b;). Yet as Shuck et al 

(2021b) commented “that research tells us that at times, engagement is about the 

deeply subject experience and the phenomenon and much less about measurement 
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precision”. In reappraising Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation my qualitative study’s 

key contribution to our knowledge is through exploring these subjective individual 

experiences of being engaged for care home staff. My research thus gives voice to a 

perspective not often considered in the traditional engagement literature that is to 

say of the subjective understanding of being engaged from the employee’s 

perspective (Shuck et al 2021a). Furthermore, whilst the concept of engagement 

was developed through the study of burnout in the healthcare sector (see Maslach et 

al., 2001; Maslach & Leiter, 1997), its focus has been on professional rather than the 

non-professional employees who are the backbone of this sector. My study 

contributes to, and gives new insights into, our understanding of being engaged from 

the perspective of non-professional staff in an environment where they are typically 

undervalued for the work that they do.  

Whilst my research has produced a wealth of rich and interesting data, the focus of 

this discussion is on the three significant themes that extend Kahn’s (1990) 

conceptualisation and give new insights into our knowledge and understanding of the 

experience of being engaged that emerged from my study, in order of my 

assessment of their perceived importance, which are: 

1. The highly relational nature of being engaged that is influenced by, and 

dependent upon, good working relationships with colleagues and supervisors.  

2. Finding meaning in, and meaningfulness at work, through finding work 

purposeful and rewarding that contributes to staff making a difference to the 

lives of the residents. 

3. Feeling valued and appreciated for individual contributions at work.  

These three themes influenced employees’ whole experience of being engaged and 

not just one or other of Kahn’s psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety 

and availability so that they were able to harness their personal resources that 

consequently led them to being engaged at work. I will discuss the importance of my 

three themes in relation to how they extend both our understanding of Kahn’s work, 

as well as how they add to other academic research with regard to the nature of 

engagement and the experiences of being engaged for the staff within the Trust.  

The discussion commences with the relational aspects of being engaged. 
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5.2 Relational Aspects of Being Engaged 

Relationships are at the heart of the experience of being engaged. These 

relationships involved not only supervisors and colleagues, but also the residents 

and their families, and were influenced by reciprocity and mutual gains. My study 

strongly suggests that being engaged for individuals is dependent on, and influenced 

by, good relationships at work. Good relationships contributed to the happy and 

productive work environment that I found within the care homes and are thus critical 

in fostering the experience of being engaged for care home staff. Indeed, it was 

these good relations that then contributed to care staff perceiving that they were part 

of a family where real friendships between the staff flourished. My study extends 

Kahn’s (1990) original findings in that good relationships contributed to the whole 

experience of being engaged for staff and not just to psychological meaningfulness 

and safety.  It further extends Kahn’s conceptualisation in that my research also 

identifies that good relationships went beyond good relationships within the work 

environment to the creation of real friendships between co-workers and to a certain 

extent between the supervisor and their staff, something that Kahn’s original study 

does not consider. Furthermore, these relationships were based on mutual gains and 

reciprocity. Kahn (1990) only hinted at, but did not develop, the idea of reciprocity 

influencing engagement. My research suggests that engagement relationships can 

best be explained in terms of social exchange theory (SET).  In this context, when 

staff were flexible and willing to reciprocate others responded in kind and this 

contributed to good relationships at work and staff being engaged.  

Good working relationships are by no means a nascent concept. Roy (1959) first 

identified this in his study of machine operators and concluded that work 

relationships rather than work tasks were an important source of employee 

satisfaction. My study demonstrates that work relationships continue to be an 

important source of employee satisfaction in the twenty first century and makes a 

significant contribution to our understanding of what it is to be engaged at work. Yet 

whilst Kahn's (1990, 1992) emphasised the importance of good working relations, 

the lens of engagement research, has focused, and I argue continues to focus, more 

on job-related features, such as demands and resources (Bakker, 2018; Bakker & 

Albrecht, 2018; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Borst et al., 2019; M. Crawford, 2018; 

Lesener et al., 2018; Noesgaard & Hansen, 2017).   Indeed, Kahn (writing later with 
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Heaphy) noted that the relational nature of engagement has been routinely 

undervalued in research (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). My study addresses this gap in not 

only identifying the importance of relationships, but how in this context they are 

manifested. As Kahn and Heaphy argued (2014) that relationships are at the heart of 

organisational activities, as they affect how work is done, and how teams coordinate 

and share knowledge and accomplish tasks. This was the case at the Trust because 

a strong relational context signifies to an individual that they are in a caring and 

respectful work environment that allows them to express themselves freely (Kahn & 

Heaphy, 2014) and thus they invest in these relationships (Crawford, 2018).    

Whilst there are a number of studies that have highlighted the importance of 

relationships in engagement, (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008; 

Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Crawford, 2018; Dutton, 2003; Eldor & Vigoda-Gadot, 

2017; Fletcher, 2019; Fletcher et al., 2020; Fletcher et al., 2008; Heaphy & Dutton, 

2008; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Tepper, 2000), these studies mainly point to the 

importance of relationships in terms of positive outcomes,  as opposed to how and 

why they contribute to engagement.  My study adds to our knowledge by 

demonstrating within the Trust that good relationships made the rather mundane 

work of personal care more enjoyable and rewarding. This was facilitated through 

team work (in working closely with others in small teams), so that staff really got to 

know their co-workers and relationships were based on reciprocity, mutual respect 

and most importantly friendships.  

 

5.2.1 Relations with Supervisor  

According to Valentine (2014), how organisations can foster engagement through 

leadership behaviours is central to much thinking on engagement. Since Kahn’s 

(1990) seminal work that first identified the link between supportive supervisor 

relations and psychological safety, the important role that supervisors’ play in 

shaping the workplace climate has been a feature of much subsequent engagement 

research. Indeed, there is a wealth of mainly empirical studies supporting Kahn’s 

(1990) conceptualisation in relation to supportive supervision (Bakker et al., 2008a; 

Bakker & Albrecht, 2018; Bakker & Demerouti, 2007b; Baran & Sypniewska, 2020; 

Brunetto et al., 2014; Brunetto et al., 2017; Claxton, 2014; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002; 
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Fletcher, 2019; Harter et al., 2002; Holland et al., 2017; Lee & Eissenstat, 2018; May 

et al., 2004; Molina & O’Shea, 2020; Saks, 2019; Saks & Gruman, 2018; Schneider 

et al., 2017; Shuck et al., 2011a; Valentin, 2014; Vidman & Strömberg, 2018; 

Whitener et al., 1998; Zhang et al., 2008). Whilst these studies point to the important 

role of the supervisor, most only point to the supportive behaviour of the supervisor 

in general without considering how this is actually achieved. 

My research contributes to our knowledge of supervisor behaviour by identifying that 

the supervisor (the care home manager) is pivotal in the creation of a work 

environment where positive relationships can flourish. Furthermore, my study’s 

findings are in contrast to a number of other studies that point more to Perceived 

Organisational Support (POS), (Akingbola & van den Berg, 2019; Baran & 

Sypniewska, 2020; Brunetto et al., 2014; Eisenberger et al., 2020; Francis & 

Keegan, 2020; Saks, 2006; Stefanidis & Strogilos, 2021; Van Tuin et al., 2021) being 

important.  Indeed, POS in a number of these studies was interpreted as Perceived 

Supervisor Support (PSS). However, my study adds to our knowledge with regard to 

PSS and POS as it demonstrates that within the Trust, it was the supervisor’s 

behaviour that was pivotal. This was because staff strongly identified with their care 

home and their care home manager and they did not see the need for POS in terms 

of senior management behaviour. Whilst some staff perceived the Trust as 

supportive as a whole, this was mainly in terms of identifying with the overall mission 

of the Trust and its charitable status, rather than with any supportive behaviours of 

senior management. Furthermore, I have shown that the supportive behaviours, 

such as giving constructive feedback, praise and thanks has to come from the 

immediate supervisor to the individual, for it to be seen by employees as authentic 

and genuine (Brown, 2013) and valued. 

My study adds further to our knowledge in demonstrating that the critical component 

in creating a work environment where positive relationships can flourish is the 

personal touch, that is to say, whether the employee felt that their supervisor cared 

about them as an individual and they were known and appreciated for their individual 

talent, abilities and successes. Strong relationships developed because the 

supervisor understood their employees’ individual circumstances and motivations 

that facilitated them being engaged (Schopman et al., 2017).  This was achieved 

through the care home managers being an active presence in the home and 
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interacting with their staff on a daily basis, so that they demonstrated to me through 

my observations and conversations, that they really did know their individual staff 

well.  As a result, they were better able to provide the supportive supervision that 

Kahn (1992) suggested, leads to trusting and strong relationships.  As trusting 

relationships resulted in employees who were willing to invest their time and 

resources in the job, were more confident in their own abilities and who reciprocated 

by being flexible and more engaged in their work (Dirks & Ferin, 2002;(Dirks & 

Ferrin, 2002; Heyns & Rothman, 2018; Nguyen et al., 2018; J. Purcell, 2014; A. 

Zhang et al., 2008)  

Developing these relationships takes considerable investment in terms of 

supervisors’ time and energy. The issue for many supervisors is that they are often 

not co-located with their team and the sheer size of their team may present a very 

real barrier to developing strong personal relationships. That is to say it is difficult to 

form close relationships with their staff if supervisors manage large numbers of 

people and are remote from them.  My study suggests that where supervisors invest 

the time to get to know their staff and are actively involved in and support their staff 

in their day-to-day activities, good relationships develop. Open and honest 

communications were a key feature in these relationships, as May et al. (2004) and 

Holland et al. (2017) both noted, so that employees felt they could seek advice, voice 

their opinions and concerns with their supervisor and receive positive feedback, thus 

helping staff to solve work-related problems, develop their skills and provide the 

supportive environment that contributed to employees being engaged. 

Engagement is freely given and cannot be commanded by the supervisor (Valentin, 

2014), so understanding how the actions of supervisors foster this discretionary 

effort in their staff is important. In contrast to other studies that have tended to focus 

on leadership styles, seek causality and measure supervisor relations (Bailey et al., 

2015; Bakker & Albrecht, 2018; Fletcher et al., 2020; Knight et al., 2017a), my study 

adds to our knowledge by demonstrating that it is the actions and the behaviour of 

the supervisor that are critical in influencing an employee’s individual decision to be 

engaged. This surely is the key to greater understanding of these relationships. 

Whilst my study does endorse Kahn’s work and other research findings that point to 

the supervisor providing feedback and recognition (Brunetto et al., 2014; Claxton, 

2014; Shuck et al., 2011a), support and guidance (May et al., 2004; Saks, 2019; 
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Saks & Gruman, 2018; Schopman et al., 2017), and developing their employees 

(Bakker et al., 2008; Fletcher, 2019; May et al., 2004), it also extends our knowledge 

by suggesting supportive and trusting relationships  are developed through this 

personal touch from supervisors, and through them investing their energies in really 

getting to know their staff.  

Previous empirical studies on engagement within the healthcare sector found that 

supportive, compassionate and respectful supervisor relations had a significant 

impact on engagement levels (Ancarani et al., 2017; Brunetto et al., 2017a, 2017b; 

Eldor, 2018; Farr-Wharton et al., 2021; Nguyen et al., 2018; Waltz et al., 2020). As 

Brunetto et al. (2014) observed, in caring and nursing environments supportive 

supervisors ‘cushioned’ the demands of the job, and increased efficiency and 

accountability, reducing the pressure on staff that led to participation in decision-

making, more interesting work and greater control over workloads. Whilst these 

studies point to the supportive supervisor relations impacting on engagement levels, 

being empirical studies, they tend to only tell us they are important, but not why they 

are, or how these supportive behaviours are achieved. My study extends our 

knowledge with regard to how these supportive, compassionate and respectful 

relationships are developed by the supervisor.  My research found that positive 

feedback and praise were often given to the individual in front of others, or to the 

group as a whole. The supervisors praised and thanked their staff freely and 

constructively on a daily basis. This made staff feel valued, appreciated and more 

engaged with their job. Negative feedback was always given individually in private (a 

quiet word) and was constructive and non-judgemental that aimed to help individual 

employees to improve and learn. It often involved the care home manager showing a 

member of staff the correct or better way of doing something. 

The care home managers also encouraged their employees to express their view 

and ideas and seek their advice and guidance in resolving queries and problems, or 

simply to seek reassurance. The care home managers had an ‘open door policy’ 

when they were at work and rarely shut their office door. More importantly they spent 

most of their time out of their office supporting their staff, working with them so that 

positive relations flourished through their active presence.  This support also 

extended to them being available when they were at home too. Their approach thus 

encouraged open and honest communications and facilitated trusting relationships, 
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because the staff felt that their care home manager listened to them, valued their 

opinion and really cared for their well-being.  It also encouraged open, honest and 

supportive relationships amongst their staff too. As a result of their approach the 

care home managers created a people-orientated work environment that was 

positive and trusting, where employees responded positively, were more absorbed in 

their work and more actively engaged that led also led to positive outcomes (Dirks 

and Ferrin, 2002; Dromey, 2014; Perkmann et al., 2020; Purcell, 2014; Shuck et al., 

2011a; Zhang et al., 2008). 

This section has demonstrated the critical and pivotal role of the supervisor in 

contributing to employees being engaged through developing relations with their staff 

that are supportive and trusting. The responsibility for creating environments where 

employees are free to engage is down to the supervisor (Shuck et al., 2011a).  My 

research extends our knowledge, Kahn’s conceptualisation and other research 

findings by demonstrating how this is achieved. Furthermore, the supervisor’s 

actions influenced the positive relationships between staff that were also an 

important contributor to them being engaged and I will explore this further in the next 

section.  

 

5.2.2 Relations with Colleagues  

Most of the themes that I identified in the previous section with regard to relations 

with the supervisor are also applicable in the context of relations with colleagues. 

Trust, support, positive feedback, recognition, praise and thanks from colleagues all 

contributed to employees at the Trust being engaged at work. Kahn (1990) identified 

relationships with co-workers as being an important contributing factor to 

psychological meaningfulness and safety. A number of subsequent studies also 

highlight the importance of co-worker relations in engagement (Cao & Chen, 2019; 

May et al., 2004; Mohanty & Arunprasad, 2020; Pinna et al., 2020; Rich et al., 2010; 

Saks, 2006; Tirastittam et al., 2020; Waltz et al., 2020). For Kahn rewarding 

interpersonal interactions were related to meaningfulness in terms of the 

endorsement from co-workers made them feel that what they were doing was 

worthwhile.  Positive interpersonal relationships promoted psychological safety in 

that support from co-workers allowed people to try and perhaps fail without fear of 



150 
 

the consequences.  My findings extend Kahn’s work to demonstrate that good co-

worker relationships are applicable to the whole experience of being engaged and 

not just with regard to his concepts of psychological safety and meaning.  This was 

because the nature of the work in providing care to the residents required 

collaboration, cooperation and teamwork.  In working together in small teams, 

supportive and trusting co-worker relationships developed that influenced the 

positive feelings employees expressed about their work, their colleagues and the 

Trust as a whole, and in particular their emotional attachment to the job. Positive co-

worker relationships contributed to employees’ feelings of happiness and satisfaction 

with their job and their sense of belonging at work which thus contributed to them 

being engaged.  As Rosso et al. (2010) identified, when people identify with, and 

have a sense of belonging to, a desirable group they can be themselves and are 

more likely to be engaged with the group.  

Much of the literature does not distinguish between co-worker and supervisor 

relations, with studies concluding that they both contribute to employees being 

engaged at work (see, for example, Anitha, 2014; Charlesworth et al., 2015; Gruman 

& Saks, 2011; May et al., 2004; Mohanty & Arunprasad, 2020; Poulsen et al., 2016; 

Waltz et al., 2020). Furthermore, many of these studies only identify the importance 

of co-worker relationships in contributing to the engagement experience, but give 

less indication as to how these are manifested in the workplace.  Whilst I have 

argued that the supervisor plays a pivotal role in facilitating good working 

relationships, they cannot ‘force’ friendships at work. This, I believe from my study, 

can only be achieved by co-workers themselves and their willingness to invest in 

relationships with their colleagues. In my study I found that good co-worker 

relationships are fostered through working in small teams, where staff are able to 

develop real friendships with their co-workers that extended to outside work activities 

too.  

Furthermore, good working relationships derive from feeling that this investment is 

worthwhile and will result in rewarding interpersonal relationships where the 

employee feels a sense of belonging to their work community. In this context, the 

staff viewed their co-workers and their care home as an extension of their family and 

this sense of being part of a family contributed to them being engaged. Good co-

worker relationships are thus instrumental in developing this feeling of a work family 
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that Shuck et al. (2011a) identified. The context of social care is very different to the 

multinational organisational context of Shuck et al.’s research. My research suggests 

that these familial perceptions, irrespective of gender, could be explained by the 

concept of gendered social norms, values and preferences within the care sector 

(Atkinson & Lucas, 2013a, 2013b; Folbre, 2012; Hebson et al., 2015). In that this 

gendered environment that is dominated by female labour and assumptions about 

the value of their work, and the suitability of caring work for women, because of a 

socially determined expectation that women are ‘naturally’ disposed to care, 

activities, the care sector, and attitudes and behaviours within it (including beliefs 

about the workplace being like a home and having a ‘family’ atmosphere) could 

reflect such norms. Furthermore, within the Trust this disposition towards altruistic 

share purpose in caring for others, (Boyd & Nowell, 2020; Folbre, 2012) and working 

closely with their colleagues led them to this familial perception of their co-workers. 

In my study positive team environments were developed through these close 

relationships and the informal social interactions between the employees. 

Conversations extended beyond work to employees’ personal lives, so that the 

personal connections that were critical to the formation of good working relationships 

and their overall positive experiences of work that were formed. These informal 

conversations were the foundation of the supportive culture because they fostered 

good relations that encouraged team working, shared responsibility and collaborative 

problem solving and decision-making. Thus, a supportive culture was created where 

concerns can be shared and advice sought in safe (i.e. confidential) and trustworthy 

relationships (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014; Poulson et al., 2016).  This social support 

resulted in higher-order needs being met, such as a sense of achievement and 

collaborative decision-making, and led to employees taking on greater responsibility 

to achieve shared goals and visions (Anitha, 2014). 

My research endorses and extends the findings of studies (See for example, 

Charlesworth et al., 2015; Collini et al., 2015; Frögéli et al., 2018; Mäkikangas et al., 

2012, 2017; Sarti, 2014; Waltz et al., 2020) within the healthcare sector with regard 

to the importance of good co-worker relations and their positive influence on 

engagement.  It further demonstrates how these are achieved through team work 

and cooperation.  Indeed as Charlesworth et al. (2015) found and my findings 

demonstrate that support from and for co-workers meant that staff were sometimes 
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reluctant to go home, or report in sick because they thought they were letting their 

co-workers down, or putting pressure on them to cover their work.  

In conclusion, the high-quality working relationships that had developed in the Trust 

led to a happy and productive work environment where staff were supportive of each 

other, willing to expend discretionary effort, and contributed to being engaged with 

their team, the residents and the work itself. Supportive co-worker relationships with 

the Trust were also facilitated by reciprocity and flexibility, which will be discussed in 

the next section. 

 

 5.2.3 Flexibility and Reciprocity 

The previous sections have emphasised the importance of relationships with the 

supervisor and co-workers in fostering a sense of being engaged. Underpinning 

these relationships in the context of Trust are the concepts of flexibility and 

reciprocity where the care and concern associated with perceived support creates a 

sense of obligation on the part of employees who reciprocate with higher levels of 

engagement (Saks, 2006). Reciprocity thus empowers employees and they respond 

with increased effort and attainment (Soane, 2014). I found that supportive 

supervisor and co-worker relationships created a sense of obligation between the 

supervisor and subordinate and between co-workers that were developed through 

being flexible, reciprocity, interdependence and mutual gains. In keeping with Saks' 

(2006) conceptualisation, based on his empirical study, my research supports his 

view that engagement relationships can be best explained in terms of social 

exchange theory (SET) but extends his conceptualisation to include co-worker 

relations, as well as supervisory relationships and how they manifest themselves in 

practice.  

SET’s central tenet is that relationships evolve over time into trusting, loyal and 

mutual commitments that are governed by the rules of exchange and expectations of 

reciprocity (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Purcell, 2014). In the Trust the rules of 

exchange were governed partially by the care home managers who ‘controlled’ the 

patterns of work in terms of shifts, holidays, etc. However, the staff were then able to 

negotiate their shift patterns that best fitted in with their outside responsibilities, thus 

contributing to a better work-life balance. Furthermore, these rules of exchange 
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governed the whole working relationships between colleagues. By this I mean that 

cooperation, reciprocity and flexibility were a feature of the working relationships 

between the staff and the daily tasks that needed to be completed, so that there was 

an exchange of resources, knowledge, time and emotional support (Saks, 2006) and 

positive trusting relationships developed that contributed to them being engaged.  

Healthcare settings rely on non-standard work schedules and flexibility (Vermaak et 

al., 2017, Chung, 2017; Brown, 2021). This was certainly true in the Trust, where the 

care home managers had to contend with staff shortages and accommodate a 

variety of working patterns, as well as agency staff, in order to provide adequate 

resourcing within their homes. However, as Vermaak et al. (2017) observed, if 

managed well, the negative effects of shift work in healthcare can be reduced and so 

the good management of shift patterns can foster engagement. The negative effects 

of shift work are greatly reduced if there is a better fit between employees’ work 

schedule and their private lives (Peters et al., 2016). My study supports and extends 

these empirically based findings to demonstrate how in having some flexibility over 

when they worked, staff in turn were reciprocal in being willing to be flexible and 

swap shifts. This enhanced their perceptions of a positive work-life balance and them 

being engaged. Furthermore, my study’s findings are in contrast to Chung et al. 

(2017) that found that for a large proportion of European workers, their work and 

family lives were not compatible with each other. Whilst flexibility was critical for the 

organisation in ensuring that the residents were supported, it was most important to 

the staff in managing their work-life balance and family responsibilities. Flexibility 

over work patterns helped staff meet their own caring responsibilities and they were, 

in turn, more willing to be flexible themselves (Charlesworth et al., 2015). Flexibility 

also contributes to the achievement of a good work-life balance and staff reported 

that they had a good work-life balance despite some working long hours. Thus, 

flexibility leads to enhanced work engagement and reduced stress and contributes to 

good relations that create a positive work climate, which in turn reinforces this 

flexibility, good working conditions and a sense of work-life balance (Guest, 2014; 

Nguyen Dinh, 2020).  

The above sections have discussed the importance of relationships with co-workers 

and supervisors as well has how these relationships can be explained by SET. 
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However, within the context of the Trust the relationships with the residents also 

contributed to staff being engaged and this is briefly discussed in the next section.  

 

5.2.4 Relationships with the Residents 

For the care staff working within the Trust the relationships with the residents was an 

important element that contributed to staff being engaged.  For some staff these 

relationships had developed over a long period of time and staff demonstrated they 

really cared about the residents and saw them as part of their family.  The 

perceptions of positive relationships with the residents went beyond altruistic feelings 

for the staff, to a genuine concern and liking for the individuals they provided care to.  

Staff perceived the residents as people and family members and not merely service 

users that they provided care for. As such the staff gained pleasure and enjoyment 

from their everyday social interactions with them that contributed to their being 

engaged. This was an interesting finding to me, because in my research context, so 

many of the residents were not able to communicate verbally, so interactions with 

the residents were often challenging. Yet it was evident to me that the staff gained 

much pleasure and reward from these interactions, as I did myself in conducting this 

study.  My research extends our knowledge with regard to the importance of 

relationships to suggest that relationships beyond those with supervisors and co-

workers contribute to staff being engaged. Furthermore, to the best of my knowledge 

from my review of the literature, no other research has identified relationships 

beyond supervisors and co-workers (the residents in this case) as being an 

important contributor to staff being engaged. 

In summing up this section, my research has demonstrated the highly relational 

nature of being engaged. My research supports and extends Kahn’s (1990) findings 

with regard to the importance of supervisor and co-worker relationships, as well as 

identifying the importance of relationships with the residents.  It also supports and 

extends Saks’ (2006) contention that relationships with the supervisor and co-

workers are developed through reciprocity and mutual gains and can be explained 

by SET. Supportive and trusting relationships also facilitate Kahn’s (1990) concept of 

psychological meaningfulness at work, and this theme and its contribution to being 

engaged will be discussed in the next section. 
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5.3 Meaningful Work   

According to Mercurio (2020), meaningfulness is the most significant and valuable 

feature of work. People need to feel that their work has meaning, purpose, 

significance and value (Bailey & Madden, 2020; Kahn, 2010; Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; 

Shuck et al., 2011a) in order to be engaged (Bailey et al., 2019; Fairlie, 2011; 

Fletcher, 2019; Kahn, 1990; May et al., 2004; Soane et al., 2013). My research 

supports and adds to this research by demonstrating that meaningful work was an 

important contributor to staff working at the Trust being engaged. It identifies that 

meaningful work was important to both the nursing and care staff working in the 

Trust and that meaningfulness was about feeling they were making a difference and 

contributing to improving the lives of the residents.  

Meaningfulness has long been the subject of academic research, with, for example, 

the content theorists of motivation, such as Maslow and Alderfer making links 

between meaning and self-actualisation, and is a feature of Hackman and Oldman's 

(1976) job characteristics model. Meaningfulness is at the heart of Kahn’s (1990) 

original conceptualisation and continues to be a dominant theme in engagement 

research (Bailey & Madden, 2020). Indeed, there has been a recent increase in 

research into meaningful work on its own merits  (See for example, Bailey & 

Madden, 2020; Duarte-Lores et al., 2021; Han et al., 2021; Kaur & Mittal, 2020; 

Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Michaelson, 2021; Michaelson et al., 2014; Pimenta De 

Devotto et al., 2022) (see, for example, Bailey & Madden, 2020; Duarte-Lores et al., 

2021; Han et al., 2020; Kaur et al., 2020; Lepisto & Pratt, 2017; Michaelson et al., 

2014; Michaelson, 2020; Pimenta de Devotto et al, 2022. However, despite this 

surge in research there is limited understanding of how employees experience 

meaningful work and little consensus over what comprises meaningful work, or its 

antecedents and consequences (Bailey et al., 2019). It is perhaps worth noting here 

that most of the cited studies in this section suggest that the consequence of 

meaningful work is engagement, but how this can be facilitated and its antecedents 

are more open to interpretation.  

My study adds to what Bailey et al. (2019) suggested is this gap in our knowledge 

with regard to meaningful work, how it is experienced and its relationship with being 

engaged.  In also extends our knowledge in highlighting that finding work meaningful 
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and purposeful is not just relevant to professional and managerial staff, but to non-

professional care staff and cleaners too.  For Kahn (1990, 1992) the meaningfulness 

people experience at work was shaped by the job itself, namely the task, role and 

work interactions.  Whilst I found that the work was seen as meaningful by the staff 

in terms of task, role and work interactions, the primary influence for care staff in 

finding meaning at work was derived from feelings of altruism, social impact and 

service to others (Bryce, 2018). 

 In the following sections, I will discuss how my study adds to our knowledge with 

regard to psychological meaningfulness in terms of the context of work, altruism and 

feeling that work is purposeful, as well as opportunities for personal growth and 

development that contribute to our understanding of how employees experience 

meaningfulness and consequently lead to them being engaged.   

 

5.3.1 Meaningfulness in the Context of the Green Meadow Trust 

Recently academics have highlighted the need for a more contextualised analysis of 

engagement (Fletcher et al., 2020; Shuck et al., 2021b). Work context is important in 

understanding engagement and its influencing factors, as the context is likely to 

shape how engagement is experienced (Fletcher et al., 2020). The context of my 

study is very different to Kahn’s (1990) research setting and as such the influencing 

factors on engagement that I found in my research, particularly with regard to 

meaningfulness, are different. Indeed, the perception of care work in the wider 

society is one of low pay and low status, it is undervalued and thus the work is not 

perceived as being meaningful. My study offers an insight into and adds to our 

knowledge of how meaningfulness is experienced within the context of a care home 

setting and for non-professional staff.   

Studies into employee engagement have tended not to focus on sectors where 

minimum wages are the dominant feature, perhaps because of a perception that 

meaningful work is more akin to managerial and professional work. My research 

demonstrates that this is not the case – care work can be meaningful. My research 

endorses previous studies that have investigated jobs in the low pay sector (see for 

example, Walters, 2005; Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001) and in the health care sector 



157 
 

(see, for example, Folbre, 2012; Hebson et al., 2015; Keyko et al., 2016; McCarthy & 

Friedman, 2006; Stacey, 2005; Wong et al., 2010) that found that interesting and 

meaningful work contributed to job satisfaction. My study extends these findings to 

show that for care staff meaningful work not only contributed to job satisfaction, but 

also led to them being engaged.   

My study endorses Kahn’s (1990) themes of challenge, variety, creativity and 

autonomy, contributing to their perceptions of meaningful work, but in contrast to 

Kahn, it was feelings of altruism, social impact and service to others (Bryce, 2018) 

that were the primary influence for care staff in the Trust.  Indeed, the staff strongly 

identified with the work they did and the overall philosophy and mission of the Trust 

in supporting and enriching the lives of their residents. This was in stark contrast to 

other care home settings where staff had previously worked. Here their perception 

was that the focus, as other research suggests, was on profit rather than care 

(Horton, 2019, Bayliss & Gideon, 2020).   Consequently, in those environments the 

staff felt exploited and eventually left because they did not identify with the values 

and mission of the organisation. Employees who do not believe that their work is 

meaningful develop feelings of isolation and rejection and eventually leave (Maslach 

et al., 2001). 

My research confirms that those working in this care home setting, as in other 

healthcare studies (Albuquerque et al., 2014; Keyko et al., 2016; Maurits et al., 2015; 

McCarthy & Friedman, 2006; Vidman & Strömberg, 2018; Wong et al., 2010), find 

their work meaningful. These studies cite such factors as freedom and autonomy to 

make decisions (Maurits et al., 2015) and social identification with colleagues 

through trusting and collegial relationships (Wong et al., 2010) as being important 

contributors to meaningful work. My research extends these research findings not 

only to a care home context, but in demonstrating that in finding the work meaningful 

and purposeful that these factors contributed to staff being engaged. I found that 

care work is highly regulated and audited by external bodies such as the Care 

Quality Commission (CQC), yet within the Trust, there was freedom and autonomy to 

make decisions and the supportive, trusting and collegial relationships facilitated a 

sense of being engaged. 
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Bailey et al. (2019) suggested that meaningfulness is an occupation-specific 

phenomenon, and some studies (for example, Albuquerque et al., 2014) found 

differences between occupational groups such as nurses and administrators. This 

might lead one to conclude that meaningfulness is experienced more by professional 

staff. However, in my study this was not the case, there was no perceived distinction 

between the staff in finding their work meaningful, i.e. between the qualified nursing 

staff, support workers, cleaners and supervisors (whose job was primarily 

administrative). Indeed, in this context, I found that all the staff including the 

cleaners, found their work meaningful through contributing to, and feeling they were 

making a difference to, the lives of the residents. This theme is discussed in the next 

section.  

 

5.3.2 Altruism and Purposeful Work  

Studies in the healthcare sector demonstrate that compassion for others and feeling 

one is making a difference for those whom they provide care are important 

contributors to finding the work satisfying meaningful and rewarding. (Cetrano et al., 

2017; Fairlie, 2011; Folbre, 2012; Francis & Keegan, 2020; Hebson et al., 2015;. 

Johnson, 2021; Ledikwe et al., 2018; Stacey, 2005). My study endorses and extends 

these findings to demonstrate how these altruistic feelings then contributed to the 

care staff being engaged. Whilst the work could be both demanding and stressful, 

the staff’s compassion for the residents and the desire to enrich and make a 

difference to their lives contributed to staff finding their work rewarding, purposeful 

and meaningful and enhanced their sense of being engaged with their work. 

Furthermore, previous studies have suggested that these altruistic feelings arise 

because of the gendered nature of care work and gendered social norms that lead 

women to want to undertake care work (See Atkinson & Lucas 2013a, 2013b, 

Folbre, 2021, Hebson et al., 2015). My research suggests that this caring orientation 

and the gendered social norm concept is also applicable to the men working in this 

environment too.  

These altruistic feelings of wanting to make a difference have resonance with what 

Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) suggested was a ‘calling orientation’ that focused on the 

enjoyment of fulfilling socially useful work as opposed to those who merely saw work 
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as a means for financial reward, or advancement. Atkinson and Lucas (2013a, 

2013b) and Hebson et al. (2015) thus concluded that there was a trade-off between 

financial gain and altruism or their ‘calling orientation’ in regard to the highly 

gendered environment of social care. This argument is applicable to my study, which 

is hardly surprising in a low-paid environment like the Trust, where the financial 

rewards were limited.  My research demonstrates that this ‘calling orientation’ was 

equally applicable to the men as well as the women working in the Trust, as well as 

equally for the nurses, care staff and even the cleaners.  Indeed, the cleaners said 

that they found their work more fulfilling than, for example, cleaning offices and they 

felt that their jobs contributed to the high quality of care in the homes. In all cases, 

staff spoke about the rewarding nature of care work, an altruistic orientation, and 

said that they felt they were fulfilling socially useful work. 

In the context of my study, this calling orientation for some of my respondents 

derived from personal experience of receiving care for a relative or friend and they 

stated that their ‘calling’ partly derived from these experiences and from the sense of 

wanting to give back and make a difference for others. Others had relatives who also 

worked as support workers within and outside the Trust, so that these family 

relationships further endorsed their motivation to perform care work and find the 

work meaningful and contributed to them being engaged.  

Staff also demonstrated their compassion and concern for those they provided care 

to, and in contrast to other recent research (San Román-Niaves et al., 2022), I found 

no perceived gender differences within the Trust.  This compassion for others 

sometimes led, as Noesgaard and Hansen (2017) noted in their study of Danish 

carers, in some cases to workers becoming too emotionally involved with their 

service work to the detriment of their own well-being.  At the Trust, staff became 

genuinely upset when a resident was ill, or sadly passed away and they worried 

about the residents when they were not at work. This sometimes negatively affected 

their ability to switch off from work or sleep and impacted upon other outside 

activities. However, in contrast to Kahn (1990) this did not result in staff becoming 

disengaged with the job. Rather in the context of the Trust demands were associated 

with increased levels of emotional and physical exhaustion (Outer & Rose, 2017), 

that manifested themselves more in their personal lives in that they were too tired at 

times to have much energy for outside activities.  My research findings are also in 
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contrast to research in other health care settings (see for example, Poulson et al., 

2014; Keyko et al., 2016) that suggested long hours and working extra shifts were 

linked to burnout.  My study points to good support networks both within and outside 

of work negating the potential for burnout.  It is also worth noting that no studies to 

date have looked at burnout in relation to care work, this suggests a focus for 

possible future research. 

Emotional involvement at work is grounded in Kahn’s (1990) theory, and Kahn as 

well as subsequent studies suggest that positive feelings and emotions are linked to 

engagement, such as being excited and enthusiastic about the job and the 

happiness gained from work (Bakker et al., 2011b; Bakker & Leiter, 2010; Crawford, 

2018; Kuok & Taormina, 2017; Lesener et al., 2018; Macey & Schneider, 2008; May 

et al., 2004; Rich et al., 2010; Saks, 2006; Shuck, 2019; Zhang et al., 2022).  For 

Kahn (1990) this was about empathising with for example the fear and excitement of 

the young divers in a diving expedition.  In my research this was more about creating 

an emotional connection with the residents and co-workers that contributed to staff 

being engaged. Staff were excited and enthusiastic about their jobs and spoke about 

looking forward to coming to work and missing work when they were on holiday, as 

well as how they found happiness and satisfaction from care work. My research 

extends other research (see Charlesworth et al., 2015; Cunningham & James, 2011) 

that indicated that care workers’ have high levels of commitment based on altruistic 

feelings and their emotional attachment to the well-being of vulnerable groups, to 

show that this also contributed to care staff being engaged.   

Within the Trust the positive working environment and the sense of a shared purpose 

in wanting to make a difference for the residents contributed to them finding meaning 

and had a strong association with being engaged at work. For staff, work was not 

‘just a job’ that you left at the door when you had finished your shift. Nor could they 

be merely occupants of the role (Kahn, 1990). It contributed to their identity and 

shaped their values and beliefs, and, I would argue, gave meaning to their life in 

general as a result. This also fostered feelings of pride in the job, and the Trust, in 

that they were providing the best care possible for vulnerable members of society 

and through helping others contributed to them finding meaning and being engaged.  
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Meaning could also be derived from finding purpose in work that people do and in 

occupying roles and performing tasks that they defined as important (Kahn & 

Fellows, 2012). Purpose is derived from the achievement of goals, a sense of 

personal accomplishment and satisfaction with the task itself (Demirtas et al., 2017; 

Fairlie, 2011; Han et al., 2021; May et al., 2004; Schneider et al., 2017; Schneider & 

Blankenship, 2017; E. Soane et al., 2013b; Yalabik et al., 2017). These studies 

tended to focus on professional staff. My research adds to our knowledge in 

demonstrating that non-professional care staff, whose work is not perceived by the 

wider society, found their work purposeful and meaningful.  Aspects of the support 

worker’s role involved higher knowledge and skills and staff found purpose in 

developing their skills and abilities and through opportunities for growth and 

development that will be discussed further in the next section.   

 

5.3.3 Opportunities for Growth and Development 

According to Kahn (1990) engagement was facilitated and individuals experienced 

meaningfulness in environments where they had opportunities for personal growth 

and development. However, Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation only briefly (p704) 

referred to growth and learning in relation to meaningfulness, specifically in relation 

to the task.  Subsequent studies have endorsed Kahn’s view that employees’ 

perceptions of learning and development (L&D) are associated with engagement 

(see, for example, Albrecht et al., 2015, Bailey et al., 2015; Fletcher, 2019; Iliopoulos 

et al., 2018a, 2018b; Park et al., 2014; Saks, 2019; Sarti, 2014; Shantz et al., 2016; 

Shuck & Wollard, 2010; Shuck et al., 2011b; Valentin, 2014).  Yet Kahn’s study 

makes limited reference to how perceived opportunities for growth and development, 

actually contributes to meaningfulness, or engagement. Indeed, there is a lack of 

understanding how personal development contributes to engagement (Fletcher, 

2019).   My research extends Kahn’s and other research to demonstrate how L&D 

opportunities, both formal and informal, contributed to a sense of meaning for non-

professional care staff, that made them feel valued and thus enhanced their 

perceptions of being engaged. 

The positive perceptions of L&D opportunities within the Trust are set against a 

background of a lack of qualifications and access to learning and development 
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opportunities in the social care sector (Bayliss & Gideon, 2021). However, in contrast 

to other social care providers, who provided very little in the way of L&D (Dromey & 

Hochlaf, 2018; Pavlidis et al., 2019) the Trust provided a range of both formal and 

informal L&D interventions for their care staff.  

The positive view of L&D expressed by the staff was not only because of the 

perceived quality of the in-house training provided, but also because these 

opportunities were not offered in other organisations. As a result, a number of care 

staff had been promoted within the organisation and care staff perceived that there 

were opportunities for career advancement, in the Trust, which were not offered 

elsewhere (Downs, 2015) that enhanced their perceptions of being engaged.  

Furthermore, whilst other research suggested that vocational training and 

qualifications did not result in financial benefits (see Atkinson et al., 2018; Dieckhoff, 

2008; Lloyd & Mayhew, 2010), this was not the case in the Trust; staff were 

rewarded, with albeit small financial rewards, for achieving their National Vocational 

Qualifications and ultimately with promotions. 

These positive perceptions also extended to more informal L&D and it is perhaps 

these more informal learning experiences that are more akin to Kahn’s 

conceptualisation. My research demonstrated that, in contrast to the wider negative 

perceptions in society about the nature of care work, the job of a care worker 

involved significant responsibilities, challenge, variety, creativity and autonomy and 

most importantly afforded the staff the opportunity for personal growth and 

development. 

At the Trust there were opportunities to take on additional responsibilities and 

enhance existing and develop new skills at work facilitated by the care home 

managers. They were also instrumental in developing a culture of support for 

development, so that co-workers shared knowledge and skills that facilitated their 

colleagues’ personal growth and development and resulted in them encouraging 

their colleagues to apply for promotions and take on new responsibilities.  

Furthermore, the opportunities for informal learning motivated my respondents, and 

were, as Shuck et al. (2011b, p. 313) found, contributed to the staff to being engaged 

through the “chance to learn something new every day”.  My research adds to Shuck 

et al.’s (2011b) findings, by demonstrating that it was these learning experiences 
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were valued by staff. In this low-pay environment, it was interesting that the value of 

personal development was seen to be more important than any monetary reward 

that resulted from these learning and development opportunities, and the potential 

promotions that resulted from them. Staff demonstrated that they were excited about 

receiving training and then applying the knowledge and skills gained in the 

workplace, and there was a real sense of satisfaction from accomplishing a new task 

or mastering a new skill. 

This section has demonstrated that an important dimension of being engaged at 

work is through doing meaningful work and finding meaning in the work. My research 

extends Kahn’s (1990) original conceptualisation to demonstrate how 

meaningfulness within the context of the Trust derives from opportunities for growth 

and development and from feeling one is making a difference that applies to all staff 

not just health care professionals. Furthermore, feeling valued and appreciated for 

their contributions facilitated perceptions of meaningfulness for the employees at the 

Trust. However, I concluded that feeling valued was an important contributing factor 

to being engaged, and not just to psychological meaningfulness, because it had 

strong links to psychological availability and safety too. It also contributes to positive 

relationships at work, as I have already identified, so it is worthy of consideration in 

its own right because it goes to the heart of how individuals experience being 

engaged at work. This theme will be explored further in the next short section. 

 

5.4 Feeling Valued  

Kahn (1990) identified feeling valued as a contributing factor to individuals finding 

psychological meaningfulness at work.  My research extends Kahn’s 

conceptualisation through suggesting that feeling valued contributed to the care 

home staff’s whole experience of being engaged and not just meaningfulness. When 

individuals felt valued and appreciated for their contribution, this was linked to 

psychological availability in that they were more willing to expend discretionary effort, 

be more flexible and cooperative. It was also linked to psychological safety in that 

feedback and recognition gave them the confidence and reassurance that they were 

doing a good job that made them feel safe too.  My research supports previous 

studies (See Robinson et al., 2004; Claxton, 2014) that suggest that feeling valued 
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was an important driver for being engaged for care workers in my study. It further 

adds to our understanding of how this can be achieved.  For staff, feeling valued was 

strongly linked to intrinsic rewards such as positive feedback, praise and thanks and 

was often expressed by small gestures of appreciation from the care home manager 

and colleagues. Feeling valued underpinned, for my respondents, their whole 

relationship with work and was far more important to them than financial rewards. 

Intrinsic motivation thus contributed to the staff, both men and women, being 

engaged, as employees who are motivated by internal rather than external rewards 

experience higher levels of engagement at work (Barreiro & Treglown, 2020). 

Furthermore, as Pass (2017) noted, respect, recognition and relationships were of 

more importance than formal HR practices (including pay) in generating commitment 

and discretionary effort.  

Claxton (2014) pondered ‘how do I know I am valued?’ In the Trust, this was clearly 

linked to the informal feedback mechanisms of being thanked and praised by 

colleagues and their care home manager, so that they felt valued and appreciated. 

Consequently, this led them to feel proud of what they did. Without this feedback, I 

wonder how staff would know that they were valued and appreciated. My research 

also points to what Claxton (2014) described as ‘altruistically-orientated shared 

purpose’ that makes individuals feel valued.  As through working together and 

interacting with others for a shared purpose involved behaviour and communications 

that demonstrated that staff valued each other.   I would also conclude that good 

working relationships where feedback, recognition and thanks are a feature of 

individuals’ everyday working lives are highly significant contributors to them feeling 

valued and consequently to them being engaged.  My research also extends our 

knowledge with regard to how interactions with the residents and their families 

contributed to staff feeling valued.  Hugs and smiles from the residents, praise and 

thanks from their families all contributed to staff feeling valued (Häggströmet et al., 

2004; Johnson, 2021) and them being engaged.  

This sense of feeling valued came mainly from within the individual care home. Staff 

strongly identified with their individual care homes and it was the care homes, rather 

than the Trust, that they saw as their employer. Consequently, there were mixed 

opinions as to whether staff felt valued by the organisation. This perhaps was 

because the head office and senior personnel were seen by some as being too 
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remote, running the business rather than caring for the residents. Furthermore, 

praise and recognition need to be authentic and targeted to the individual (Brown et 

al., 2013: Claxton, 2014). This individual approach is much more difficult to achieve 

at organisational level, particularly if the leadership are remote from the care home 

staff.  In summary, my research extends Kahn’s conceptualisation in demonstrating 

that feeling valued is an important dimension to the whole experience of being 

engaged for care home staff that is facilitated by personal praise, thanks and 

appreciation from others.  

 

5.5 Contribution to Academic Knowledge 

My study set out to explore the subjective individual experiences of being engaged 

for care home staff.  In reappraising Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation my qualitative 

study’s key contribution is in demonstrating that good relationships, meaningful work 

and feeling valued foster a sense of being engaged for care home staff. As such my 

research contributes to and extends our knowledge about how engagement is 

experienced by individuals in an under researched occupational group and sector. It 

also addresses the call for more research into (Fletcher et al, 2020; Sambrook, 2021; 

Shuck, 2019; Shuck et al, 2021), and adds to our knowledge of engagement in 

different contexts.  Indeed, whilst healthcare professionals have been widely studied 

within the context of work engagement and positive psychology, there has been only 

limited research into the care sector and in particular the majority of ‘non-

professional’ care workers who are its backbone. 

Shuck et al. (2011b) and Sambrook (2021) all called for a more employee centred 

approach to engagement research, which for Kahn (1990) was the basis of his 

personal engagement theory. Yet academic research has largely ignored this 

fundamental aspect of Kahn’s conceptualisation. Indeed, Kahn’s work, whilst 

acknowledged as the seminal work, has been somewhat overlooked, marginalised 

and largely ignored by the academic community. Consequently the focus of 

subsequent research has tended to focus upon the organisational and job 

characteristics that drive engagement, which can be surveyed and measured 

(Barreiro & Treglown, 2020; Meyer & Schneider, 2021). 
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My research’s key contribution is that it extends upon and adds to Kahn’s work to 

show that the personal experience of being engaged is at the heart of the 

engagement experience. Engagement is not something that can be necessarily 

quantified and measured because it is about an individual subjective experience that 

can only be captured through exploring these rich contextual individual experiences. 

Furthermore, my study addresses the issue of a lack of qualitative research into 

engagement that academics have highlighted could advance our understanding of 

the phenomenon (Bailey et al., 2015; Fletcher et al., 2019).  

This qualitative study that has reappraised Kahn’s conceptualisation demonstrates 

that we need to shift the focus away from a concern with ‘engagement’ to focus on 

these individual subjective experiences of being engaged at work. Engagement is 

not something, as Guest (2014) critiqued, that is done by managers to employees, 

nor is it something that can be predicted on the misplaced belief that it can be 

quantified and measured. My research suggests that we need to take a more 

sophisticated, sensitive, nuanced and ultimately a more valuable approach that is 

concerned with ‘being engaged’ at work.  

In endorsing and adding to Kahn’s conceptualisation and our academic knowledge 

with regard to engagement, my research characterises three key features that 

contribute to this sense of ‘being engaged’, namely the relational dimension, 

meaningfulness, and feeling valued. Whilst Kahn identified the importance of 

relationships, meaningful work and feeling valued, my research extends and adds to 

his conceptualisation in demonstrating that these three elements are important 

contributors to the whole experience of being engaged and not just to psychological 

meaningfulness and psychological safety.  

 

5.5.1 The Relational Dimensions of Being Engaged 

My study demonstrates that good relationships are critical to the experience of being 

engaged for care staff. Organisations are made up of people and it is the actions 

they take and the interactions between them that influence their experiences. My 

study supports and adds to Kahn’s original findings and provides new insights into 

how relationships influence the experience of being engaged. Good working 
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relationships are fostered and influenced by the supervisor, so in turn, good working 

relationships develop between co-workers. My study extends our knowledge to show 

that relationships, rather than job related factors, are at the heart of experience of 

being engaged for care workers. Good relationships are fostered through the 

personal touch, where the care home managers really got to know their staff and 

their colleagues, working in small teams, so that real friendships developed that were 

based on mutual gains, reciprocity and respect (SET) as suggested by Saks (2006). 

Whilst Saks argued that in social exchange relationships employees felt ‘obliged’ to 

reciprocate, my study adds to his theorising in that this reciprocity was evident 

between staff, as well as he suggested between staff and the supervisor.  Good 

working relationships are characterised by flexibility and reciprocity that are based on 

trust, loyalty and mutual commitment as well as one of shared purpose. Whilst good 

supervision has consistently been found to be an essential factor in fostering good 

relationships and engagement (Anitha, 2014; Barreiro & Treglown, 2020), my 

research further adds to our knowledge with regard to relationships at work by 

demonstrating that for care workers, the relationship with the residents also 

contributed to them being engaged. 

 

5.5.2 Meaningful Work 

For Kahn (1990), psychological meaningfulness involved a sense of return on 

individuals’ investments of themselves in their roles, achieved from job 

characteristics, roles and interactions. Indeed a lot of subsequent, mainly empirical 

research, supports his view that meaning is seen to be influenced by job demands 

and resources (Bailey et al., 2015; Barreiro & Treglown, 2020). My research adds to 

our knowledge of meaningful work and engagement in demonstrating that for non-

professional care staff, who have not been widely researched, can gain a sense of 

meaning from work.  In contrast to the wider perception of care work in society, care 

work does involve variety, creativity, autonomy and challenge that contributes to care 

staff being engaged. 

However, for care staff the primary influence on meaningfulness that contributed to 

their being engaged was finding the work rewarding and purposeful and altruistic 

feelings of making a difference. As such my research extends our knowledge in 
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demonstrating that these altruistic feelings contribute to care staff being engaged 

and not just as other research has shown to them finding the work rewarding (See 

Cetrano et al., 2018; Fairlie, 2011; Folbre, 2012; Francis & Keegan, 2020; Hebson et 

al., 2015; Ledikwe et al., 2018; Rubery et al., 2015).   

 

5.5.3 Feeling Valued  

The content theorists of motivation such as Herzberg in the 1950s highlighted the 

importance of intrinsic rewards to job satisfaction and commitment. My research 

adds to our knowledge in demonstrating that whilst extrinsic rewards can contribute 

to making individuals feel valued at work, it is intrinsic rewards that have a more 

significant impact on employees being engaged at work. My research extends 

Kahn’s conceptualisation to suggest that feeling valued is an important element that 

contributes to care staff’s perceptions of being engaged and not just to psychological 

meaningfulness.  It further adds to our academic knowledge in demonstrating how 

this sense of feeling valued is achieved, that is to say through thanks, praise and 

recognition that is given freely and frequently on a daily basis by the immediate 

supervisor and co-workers.   

 

5.6 Contribution to Practice 

One feature of the DBA route of doctoral study is the consideration of the 

contribution of my research to practice. Guest (2014) and Albrecht et al. (2015) all 

commented that in order to deliver its purported benefits, employee engagement 

needs to be embedded in HRM and organisational practices. In considering the key 

contributions to managerial practice, I am conscious that there is some overlap with 

the themes that I have identified as being important contributors to advancing our 

academic knowledge of engagement. However, the focus here is for the practitioner 

and this section will highlight the key recommendations for HR and managerial 

practices and policy from my research.  
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5.6.1 Refocus the Lens of Engagement to be more Employee Centred  

Many organisations conduct engagement surveys, yet in the last 20 years 

engagement levels have remained low and static (Gallup, 2021b). My research 

strongly indicates that employers need to take a more employee centred approach, 

as Sambrook suggested (2021), that focuses less on measurement and more on 

understanding what facilitates individual positive experiences of work and gives them 

a reason to be engaged.  My respondents neither knew or cared what engagement 

is, but through developing good relationships, finding work meaningful and being told 

they were valued, all contributed to them being engaged. Thus, employers need to 

focus on how best to facilitate positive experiences (Shuck et al., 2011b) and 

develop HRM practices that foster commitment (Pass, 2017) rather than simply 

measuring the perceptions of them.  

 

5.6.2 Provide supervisor training and reduce team sizes 

My research indicates the pivotal role played by immediate supervisors in fostering 

high-quality relationships at work. However, in many organisations, including health 

and social care, increasing pressures, work intensification, supervising remotely and 

having large spans of control, means that supervisors may focus on operational 

priorities at the expense of work-group relationship development processes 

(Felstead & Green, 2017; Simpson et al., 2017), yet it is critical to employees being 

engaged, as my research has shown. The following context-driven recommendations 

for policy and practice arise from this research. 

Furthermore, my research suggest that this can only be achieved through 

supervisors working closely in small teams with their staff and interacting with them 

on a daily basis. This leads to two context-driven recommendations on how HR 

policy and managerial practices could be enhanced in order to foster these high-

quality relationships. The first is to invest in and improve the recruitment and 

development processes for supervisors so they receive supervisory training before 

they are recruited, or promoted into supervisory positions (CIPD, 2017, 2021). This 

can be achieved through:  
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1. Prioritizing communication and interpersonal (soft) skills development in 

supervisor induction. 

2. Having performance management processes to legitimize regular practices of 

team ‘check-ins’, sharing ideas points of view, information, and expertise. 

3. Reviewing opportunities for supervisor mentoring and experiential / reflective 

learning to extend opportunities for supervisors and work group members to share 

skills, learn from each other and surface / solve problems together.  

Taken as a whole these recommendations are aligned with the priority of creating 

‘engaging supervisors’ as identified by (Cheese,  2014).  

The second policy and practice recommendation is for organisations, not just in the 

social and healthcare sector, to create smaller teams and reduce the spans of 

managerial control rather than continue the process of delayering. Although current 

organisational design strategies focus on delayering for reasons of efficiency, this 

study indicates the challenges that are created for workplace effectiveness network 

and group relationship building. The research reported here suggests that 

organisational structures developed around teamwork in social and healthcare 

settings is a priority for work environments that foster high-quality relationships and 

enhanced workplace engagement. Creating team leads need not be an expensive 

undertaking, but my research demonstrates that when supervisors work closely in 

small teams with their subordinates, leads to an environment that better fosters high-

quality relationships and staff being engaged. 

 

5.6.3 Make Employees Feel Valued 

My research has highlighted that making employees feel valued contributes to them 

being engaged at work. This is achieved through regular feedback and recognition of 

individual efforts, praise and thanks from both supervisors and co-workers and by 

small gestures of appreciation that form part of the everyday work experience. 

Furthermore, it is the supervisor’s behaviour in publicly praising and thanking their 

staff that leads to a culture that encourages all staff to value and praise each other. 

Yet recent survey research (see, for example, Castillion, 2020; Greene et al., 2017; 

Investors in People, 2017) found that many employees do not feel valued and had 
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not been thanked within the last year by their supervisor. Why, then, do supervisors 

not do this? Castillion (2020) and Greene et al. (2017) both suggest that it is 

because supervisors are too busy due to work becoming more pressurised and 

intense, so that employees and supervisors do not have the time to focus on 

anything but the task. This has been more evident with the move to digital working in 

many sectors, albeit not the care sector, during the COVID-19 pandemic, so the 

informal workplace interactions and conversations have been lost (Castillion, 2020). 

It is therefore critical for supervisors and co-workers to re-establish these personal 

face-to-face relationships within work, so that positive relationships can be re-

established and employees can feel valued and appreciated through these everyday 

interactions.  

 

5.6.4 Be Flexible and Reciprocal 

Reciprocity is at the heart of the employment relationship; as Legge (1995) 

commented, employees are unlikely to go beyond their contract if not treated well, 

nor can we expect them to be dependable and disposable at the same time. Recent 

research suggests that employees want some flexibility over when and where they 

work and will seek it elsewhere if their employer does not offer it (Schwantes, 2021; 

Trenaman, 2021). My research suggests that flexibility is critical within the context of 

healthcare in order to be able to provide a continuous service. Being flexible and 

reciprocal in relationships better enables organisations to meet the needs of their 

clients and customers and results in a better work-life balance for staff, who are then 

more willing to expend discretionary effort to be engaged.  

 

5.6.5 Provide Credible Career Options for Care Workers 

My research has further context driven sector specific implications for career 

development in the social care sector which is currently characterised as low paid, 

low skilled, and under-resourced. Recently, not just as a result of the Covid-19 

pandemic, there have been calls for care work to be made a more attractive and 

credible career option. This research provides further support for this policy 

recommendation for the sector-wide creation of decent social care sector jobs. This 
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could be achieved, as Downs (2015) suggested, through providing support and 

funding for care staff to progress to professional health care roles, such as clinical 

support workers, or physiotherapist, but there needs to be a bridge to make this 

happen. At a policy level, this study indicates the potential value of the extension of 

funded apprenticeships beyond the NHS to the social care sector to facilitate up-

skilling in areas such as learning disability nursing care. Taken as a whole this study 

further indicates the long-neglected policy priority of investment in continuing 

education and life-long learning as a basis from which the care sector labour market 

is one in which career advancement is feasible and care workers, supervisors and 

managers, have skills that match the care needs of their residents and service users. 

 

5.7 Limitations of the Research 

My research was a small qualitative study utilising observations and semi-structured 

interviews as the method of data collection.  Whilst my study has yielded rich data 

and significant findings, there are limitations in taking a qualitative approach. Firstly, 

my qualitative research is grounded in a single case in the specific context of a care 

home, and my research, because of this specific context and smaller sample, may 

not be generalisable to, or representative of, the wider population (Bazeley, 2013; 

Easterby-Smith et al., 2018; Miles & Huberman, 1984, 1994). This is because the 

final explanation of the engagement phenomenon is “completely grounded in the 

cases that it is based upon” and thus my explanations may not be able to predict 

what may be found in other settings and cases where the characteristics and 

conditions are the same (Saunders et al., 2017, p. 575). However, my intention was 

not to predict, and the value of my research is the more in-depth insight into the 

engagement phenomenon that may very well have resonance in other settings. In 

this chapter, I have demonstrated my contribution to knowledge and highlighted the 

key findings from my research that could be generalised and transferred to other 

settings, but I accept that the context of my research might not apply to a wider 

population, or outside of a care home setting.  

The second criticism of qualitative research is that of its reliability and validity, 

particularly with regard to the researcher’s subjective interpretation of their findings. 

“Explanations offered in daily life have many flaws and so do researchers’ 
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explanations” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 144), and as such, they are open to the 

interpretation of the researcher, their subjective assessment of the phenomenon and 

the assumptions they make in analysing their data. They further comment that 

researchers sometimes make biased interpretations (see what they want to see) and 

misperceive or misinterpret data, or make too much of ambiguous data. I fully accept 

this criticism and acknowledge that my findings, analysis and conclusions are 

inevitably my subjective interpretation of the context that I studied. However, it does 

not necessarily follow that the data collected do not display high levels of reliability 

and internal validity, or that the findings are not dependable or credible (Bazeley, 

2013). A good qualitative study is systematic and thorough (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2018), and in conducting my research, I followed the recommendations of Bazeley 

(2013, p. 403) with regard to demonstrating quality through the “appropriate use of 

data and methods and the inferences you draw from them”.  

Despite the social care sector being a highly gendered workforce, I chose not to 

explore the issue of gender and engagement in my research. Whilst there is some 

limited literature on the related theme of emotional labour and gender, suggesting 

gender differences are relevant to the healthcare context (see Adeniji et al., 2015; 

Gray, 2010; San Román-Niaves et al., 2022), my literature search revealed that 

there is a dearth of literature on gender and engagement. What research there is 

focuses on international settings where factors such as culture influenced gender 

differences (Banihani & Syed, 2017; Ghosh et al., 2020; Lee & Eissenstat, 2018; 

Metin Camgoz et al., 2016). There may also be an assumption that, as Ghosh et al. 

(2020) suggested, engagement is a gender-neutral topic, or an issue more for 

management. More importantly, in my study gender was not a theme that 

contributed to my significant findings and there were no noticeable gender 

differences in responses, which I have highlighted in my findings, hence why gender 

is not explored. However, in relation to engagement, gender difference is a 

dimension that may be worthy of further exploration in other settings.  

 

5.8 Future Research  

Academics suggest that the context of engagement research is important because in 

understanding the institutional context one is better able to shape how engagement 
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is experienced and so understand the influencing factors that contribute to 

engagement (Borst et al., 2020, 2019; L. Fletcher et al., 2019; Jenkins & Delbridge, 

2013). Thus, there is scope for considering different approaches and qualitative 

studies for providing more contextual and critical insight into the phenomenon 

(Fletcher et al., 2020; Guest, 2014; Purcell, 2014; Shuck et al., 2021a; Valentin, 

2014). Furthermore, the key findings from my research of relationships, meaningful 

work and feeling valued could be explored in other settings.  

Another area for further research is an exploration of the relationship between well-

being and the experience of being engaged. A number of studies indicate that the 

drivers of well-being and engagement are similar (see for example, Brunetto et al., 

2014; CIPD, 2021b; Grant et al.,2007; Hafner et al., 2020; Kossek et al., 2012; 

Rasool et al., 2021; Shuck & Reio, 2013; Tan et al., 2020), suggesting there is a 

need for further research exploring the relationship between the two concepts. This 

is further evidenced by the heightened awareness of mental health and well-being in 

general due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the negative impact on well-being 

(Alessandri et al., 2021; McFadden et al., 2021; Oakman et al., 2020; Warren & 

Bordoloi, 2020; Xiao et al., 2021). Furthermore McFadden et al., (2021) suggested 

that having supportive working relationships helped foster wellbeing allowing health 

and social care workers to develop coping strategies that enhanced their wellbeing 

and by implication their engagement in the work. Whilst I collected and analysed 

data with regard to well-being, in focusing my research around Kahn’s psychological 

preconditions, the theme of well-being was somewhat superfluous. However, my 

analysis suggests that having a sense of well-being is an important factor that 

contributes to the experience of being engaged. This may be linked to the supportive 

practices and the high-quality relationships in the Trust that facilitated a positive 

climate where engagement could flourish (CIPD, 2021; McFadden et al., 2021), but 

this aspect needs to be examined further. 

 

5.9 Conclusions 

It is now over 30 years since Kahn first defined the term ‘engagement’, yet despite 

recognising his seminal standing in the field (Bailey et al, 2015, Guest, 2014; 

Kaufman et al., 2020) few researchers have explicitly focused on using and building 
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on Kahn’s conceptualisation (Fletcher, 2016; Guest, 2014). Indeed, Kahn’s 

conceptualisation and methodology has largely been ignored by the academic 

community, with the much of the academic research being developed from a very 

different approach of work engagement that predominantly takes a positivistic 

approach utilising quantitative methods to study the phenomenon (Francis & 

Keegan, 2020; Sambrook, 2021; Shuck et al., 2021a, 2021b). My research findings 

demonstrate that Kahn’s conceptualisation and methods are still relevant to work in 

the 21st century in that it has shown that being engaged is a personal subjective 

experience that is influenced by his psychological pre-conditions. 

My research however has extended his conceptualisation with regard to the 

importance of relationships, meaningful work and feeling valued to the whole 

experience of being engaged and not just to one or other of his psychological 

preconditions of meaningfulness, safety and availability. I have also shown that 

Kahn’s personal engagement theory can be applied to non- professional individuals’ 

working in other very different settings to that of Kahn. My research adds to and 

extends Kahn’s conceptualisation and other research into engagement in 

demonstrating how high-quality relationships manifest themselves in practice within 

the context of the Trust, through the development of close working relationships with 

colleagues and the supervisor. It further extends our understanding of the dynamics 

of relationships and how they contribute to care staff being engaged in pointing to 

how good relationships with the residents enhance this sense of being engaged for 

staff.  

My research has also shown that non-professional care staff can find meaning in 

their work from the task as Kahn identified.  It extends other research in the care 

sector that points to purposeful altruistic meaningful work, in caring for others and 

making a difference, contributes not only to care staff finding the work rewarding, but 

enhances their sense of being engaged.  My research also extends our knowledge in 

how daily feedback, praise and thanks makes care staff feel valued and appreciated 

for their contribution and them being engaged. 

My research has refocused the lens of academic research on a more qualitative 

approach that seeks to understand the individual experiences of being engaged, and 

as such, distinguishes between ‘engagement’ and ‘being engaged at work’. My 
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research has answered my two research questions in terms of how we can better 

comprehend care home staff’s experiences of being engaged, which may have 

resonance in other settings and for other staff. It also demonstrates that Kahn’s 

theoretical model continues to be relevant and his model improves our 

understanding of the concept. My research contributes to and extends the body of 

academic and practitioner research by identifying three important features that 

contribute to this experience of being engaged, namely meaningfulness, rewarding 

interpersonal relationships and feeling valued that could have resonance for 

individuals working in other contexts and occupational groups.  
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 Chapter 6 Personal and Professional Development  

6.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to reflect on my learning and personal development 

since starting my DBA in 2014.  

 

6.2 Reflection on the DBA Process and Course 

Anderson et al. (2015) commented that business schools have recruited 

professionals, like me, to enhance their understanding of contemporary practices 

and then develop them academically. For me, my real development has been 

achieved through my DBA, as prior to the DBA my learning had been mainly on the 

job. The opportunity to undertake ‘applied’ research that would have relevance to 

teaching and practitioners was certainly one of the attractions of the DBA.  

 

Continuing professional development (CPD), “a process by which individuals take 

control of their own learning and development by engaging in an on-going process of 

reflection and action” (Megginson & Whitaker, 2007, p. 3), is a fundamental premise 

for HR practitioners. Indeed, our professional body, the CIPD, requires its members 

to actively engage in CPD and I teach and develop the skills of the reflective 

practitioner to my students. CPD and reflection on learning and development are 

integral to who I am as a professional and can be a hugely beneficial experience, if 

sometimes a painful one. This is also true for doctoral students, as Fulton et al. 

(2013) recommended that constant reflection is integral to any research study, but 

particularly important to a professional doctorate thesis. Throughout my studies, I 

have reflected on my development and used the feedback and reflections on this to 

aid my CPD. 

 

When I commenced my DBA journey, tutors, family and friends commented on the 

magnitude of the challenge I had undertaken. Tutors outlined that typically the DBA 

takes five years and this was naively my aim, but I have found that I underestimated 

the overall commitment required to achieve this timeline. The most significant 

challenge for me was time, because I have a busy job, and inevitably the pressures 
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of my job and the workload ‘ate’ into my study time. I know other part-time doctoral 

students also cite this as a factor, but for me, with family responsibilities as well as 

work pressures, it was not possible to dedicate all my spare time to my studies. 

 

In the first year, I had a significant health issue that for others would have led them to 

discontinue studying. However, my ultimate goal of achieving the doctorate kept me 

going and I learnt that I am a resilient person and mentally quite strong in dealing 

with this difficult situation. This resilience was needed when later on my elderly 

parents became ill and subsequently passed away. This significantly impacted my 

ability to study as I spent nearly every weekend for two years caring for my parents 

who did not live locally to me. Following their deaths, I needed to pause and refocus 

and I suspended my studies. However, this time allowed me to reflect and I believe 

that I came back with more determination to finish my DBA.  

 

One thing that I certainly underestimated was the amount of thinking time required, 

and you need to create space to do this. I only fully appreciated this when writing up 

my thesis. Prior to undertaking the doctorate, I was ignorant of the gulf between a 

master’s and a doctorate in terms of the intellectual requirements. I have, however, 

enjoyed the challenges of developing the required doctoral-level critical thinking and 

questioning skills. Doctoral study leads you towards a different way of thinking, which 

is both naturally critical of what is presented as evidence and also seeks to reconcile 

a given phenomenon within the context of existing theoretical constructs.  

 

At times, I struggled with the process, particularly in finding my voice to demonstrate 

my contribution to knowledge and my higher level of cognitive skills. For example, 

having collected my data I had to think about my evidence and how it related to the 

existing theoretical constructs such as Kahn’s theory of engagement; thinking about 

this was beneficial in helping me find my voice. Furthermore, I am hugely 

appreciative of my academic colleagues for being willing to help me understand and 

develop the skills required to undertake doctoral research. 

 

6.3 Reflections on My Learning and Development 

As a teacher myself, it was interesting for me to situate what I have learnt within the 
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context of how adults learn. In his theory of andragogy, Knowles argued that adults 

learn differently to children in that they want to know the what, why and how they will 

learn and are more self-directed and autonomous (Knowles et al., 2014). As such, 

adults tend to ask, what’s in it for me? From my perspective, the ultimate goal was 

the doctorate, and as Bassot (2015, 2016) commented, it is important to focus on the 

goal to keep motivated. In keeping myself motivated and focused on this ultimate 

goal, I did learn a lot about the importance of individual motivation to learn, and as 

such, have considered this more in my professional capacity as a lecturer. 

Understanding the motivation and drivers of my own learning better, I believe, has 

improved my skills as a teacher.  

 

In my teaching, experiential learning is the key model of learning that we advocate 

with regard to practice in organisations. The model developed by Kolb (1984), as his 

Experiential Learning Cycle, espouses the need to learn by doing and then reflecting 

on the experience in order to improve. Kolb extols learning through experience as 

being the most powerful form of education, and reflection is an intrinsic part of his 

learning cycle, which is described as being “the process whereby knowledge is 

created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 49). 

 

Honey and Mumford (1986) developed Kolb’s work with their learning styles 

inventory of learning preferences, identifying four learning styles, namely activist, 

pragmatist, theorist and reflector. My preferred learning style is activist – I like to 

learn through doing, and for me, undertaking a research project myself has enabled 

me to learn about the practice of research. However, as Honey and Mumford 

suggest, in order to become a better and more rounded learner, I needed to draw 

upon and utilise the other learning styles. Throughout my DBA studies I have tried to 

utilise the other styles to enhance my learning, particularly in theorising and 

reflecting on my work and progress. This has been a powerful learning experience 

for me in improving and refining my academic skills through this process of 

reflection. I also took Bassot's ( 2015) advice in keeping notes about my reflections 

on my learning, particularly during the data collection and analysis. Looking back on 

what I have written, as Brockbank and McGill (2012) observed, through providing a 

record of my learning and development I can see now how my academic thinking 

processes have improved. This process has been facilitated by the constructive 
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feedback from my supervisors and I have learnt not to be deflated by their criticism 

but to use it to enhance the learning process for me and improve my written work.  

 

Biggs and Tang (2011, p. 6) observed how “expert teachers continually reflect on 

how they might teach even better”. Thus, in reflecting on my learning, I have sought 

to use the process of reflection and feedback more to enhance my teaching practice, 

utilising both formal and informal feedback processes that confirm for me the value 

of constructive criticism for learning and developing. Furthermore, it has been the 

feedback from, and sharing of, experiences and knowledge with my fellow students 

that have enhanced the learning experience for me. Thank you to my study buddies. 

 

I could not write about what I have learnt without reflecting on my experiences with 

the Green Meadow Trust. I am deeply grateful to the Trust, the employees, residents 

and their families for letting me be part of their community.  Whilst I had some insight 

into the nature of caring, as my mother worked in care in the 1980s, I had not fully 

appreciated the complexity and the challenge of caring for those with learning and 

physical disabilities. Care work is hard, physically and mentally, yet the staff were 

welcoming, unfailingly cheerful and positive, and radiated happiness to others. I was 

truly humbled by the experience.  

 

6.4. Developing My Critically Reflexive Research Practice  

In the previous sections I have discussed how I operate as a reflective practitioner. 

In this section I discuss my thoughts and reflections on the research process and 

how I have developed as a critically reflexive researcher.  Reflexivity involves the 

researcher considering how their experience, preconceptions, beliefs, values, 

assumptions and position may have influenced the research process in terms of 

what they choose to investigate, their choice of methods, the selection of the most 

appropriate findings and in drawing conclusions (Foot, 2015; Malterud, 2001).  Foot 

(2015) sees this as the process of looking inwards and outwards to recognise that all 

aspects of ourselves and our context influence the way they research and construct 

knowledge.   In order to be reflexive as a researcher, I thus needed to consider the 

many ways in which I create knowledge, or at least influence the type of knowledge I 

use (Foot, 2015).  In acknowledging my own subjective position does not mean that 
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my research is any less valuable, or rigorous as my position would have been 

considered regardless of my methodological approach.  However, if qualitative 

research is to produce meaningful and useful results it is imperative that the data is 

scrutinised and analysed in a methodical manner in order to defend my approach 

and to provide rigour in the data analysis process (Attride-Stirling, 2001).  This 

process can be enhanced by the process of reflexivity (Day, 2012). 

 

Adopting a reflexive approach ensured that I have considered my preconceptions 

and their effect on my research.  As already stated, whilst I adopt a reflective 

approach in my teaching and previously as a HR practitioner, I needed to go beyond 

mere reflection to consider how these preconceptions affected my approach to 

research.    Symon and Cassell (2012) commented that whilst there is a clear 

theoretical position, how we should actually go about the practice of reflexive 

research is less clear.  They suggested in translating theory into practice that I 

should consider my motivations for conducting the research; the underlying 

assumptions I am bringing to it; and how I am connected to the research, 

theoretically, experientially and emotionally. 

 

I initially began researching engagement with a colleague prior to commencing my 

DBA.  Our interest in engagement came very much from the theoretical perspective 

of burnout, considering the link between engagement and organisational burnout. 

This led me to consider the topic of engagement in general and in reading academic 

research into the topic, what struck me at that time was that whilst the research 

provided a detailed account of what engagement was and the antecedents and 

outcomes, what was less obvious was why individuals were engaged. My 

background as an HR practitioner led me to reflect on how then this knowledge could 

be applied in practice, particularly as the focus for practitioners has been on 

measurement (Guest, 2014).  Indeed Bailey (2022) continues to make the point 

about the need for academic research to inform practice. Furthermore, I reflected on 

my time as an HR practitioner where in my experience the focus had been on how 

best to motivate staff to high performance. Thus, I pondered whether engagement 

was similar to motivation in that high performers were motivated, rather than 

motivation leading to high performance.  This led me to want to explore this further in 

researching engagement and towards the DBA with its focus on practice.  
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These motivations influenced some of my underlying assumptions that I brought to 

my research.  I wanted to explore engagement from the perspective of the individual 

and their detailed experiences of work that incorporated their emotions and feelings 

as well as behaviour, thus I wanted to undertake qualitative research. I also did not 

want to conduct research in my own organisation.  Firstly, because I felt that I would 

not be able to divorce my own subjective interpretations and experiences from my 

research and secondly because I wanted to in contrast to much of the existing 

research, focus my enquiry on non-professional staff.  I was interested in the care 

home environment partly because I had some familiarity with and experience of 

interacting with staff and residents in a large hospital that cared for individuals with 

learning disabilities in the 1980s, and because I thought it would be an interesting 

setting that would yield rich accounts of the individuals’ experiences.  Thus, in taking 

a reflexive approach I acknowledge that I had preconceptions of what this 

organisational might be like and its resultant influence on my methods and 

interpretation of the data (Foot, 2015).   

 

In terms of how I am connected to my research I continually reflected on my 

theoretical assumptions. As Symon and Cassell (2012) commented reflexive 

research recognises all research is influenced by our assumptions and 

preconceptions, knowledge is not simply out there waiting to be discovered.  

Theoretical assumptions and understandings will be revised by the new 

understandings gained during the process of research which will then inform new 

theoretical knowledge.  During my research I continually reflected upon and adjusted 

my thinking based on the theory, my experience and emotions. For example, in 

making the connection to Kahn’s theory during the data analysis phase and 

consequently revising my research questions as a result of this. Another example 

was in reflecting on my emotional involvement with the staff and residents.  I could 

not help but get emotionally involved in the lives of the staff and residents 

empathising with them and being upset for them and with them when one of the 

long-term residents passed away.  Gilmore & Kenny (2015) noted that even if 

emotions of the participants are central to the study there can be a lack of attention 

to the researchers own emotions, reflecting the difficulty in being reflexive. 

Recognising my own emotional responses to the staff and residents at the Green 
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Meadow Trust enhanced by critical reflexivity.  

 

How then does this awareness translate into the actual practice of reflexivity that 

addresses methodological issues in a way that results in good quality research (Day; 

2012; Symon & Cassell, 2012).   Symon and Cassell (2012) suggest a range of 

practices that I will discuss here in relation to my research.  I kept a research dairy 

diary throughout my DBA as a set of private notes and reflections of my feelings and 

thoughts, why I took the actions I did and my next steps.  Keeping a reflexive journal 

or diary is a very private and cathartic practice that can add rich insights in the 

methodology (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) that enabled me to reflect on the research by 

asking such questions as what did I not do that I should have done? This reflection 

on the research process and the writings from my private diary enabled me to look 

both inwards and outwards and recognise the connections with social and cultural 

understandings (Foot, 2015). For example, I reflected on and compared and 

contrasted the societal view that care work is low skilled and my own observations 

that it can involve specialised skills and knowledge, particularly with regard to 

behaviour management and administration of drugs. As well as reflecting on why it is 

seen as low status, both from the respondents’ own perceptions and from reading 

the literature.  

 

During the observational research I kept fieldwork notes of my observations, 

interactions, conversations, emotions and reflections as recommended by Miles and 

Huberman (1994) and Weick (1995).  I wrote these up as soon after my visits as 

possible and then further annotated and reflected upon them following subsequent 

visits. Thus, using my field notes for the process of sense making through observing, 

reflecting, developing and then evaluating explanations for what was going on 

through further observation and questioning (Weick, 1995).  

  

In analysing the interview data, I read and reread the transcripts, listened and re-

listened to the recordings and noted how my presence, or interaction as the 

researcher had affected the process (Symon & Cassell, 2012).   As a former HR 

practitioner and an academic manager, I have considerable experience of 

conducting interviews asking open and then probing questions, and used this 

experience to help put the interviewees at their ease, so they would open up to me 
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and I would gain rich insights into their experiences, emotions and thought 

processes.  However, on reflection when reviewing the data, it became apparent to 

me that perhaps I was not as expert as I thought I was, in that I missed opportunities 

to follow up on responses and ask further probing questions in some of the 

interviews.  As such, I needed to reflect carefully not only on the responses I had 

obtained, but what had not been said in making sense of the data, as well as 

reflecting further on my interpretation of the interview responses.  Subsequently 

noting these thoughts in my personal reflexive diary.  

 

The final strategy in developing my reflexive awareness was in discussing my 

research with fellow researchers.  As a practicing academic, I was fortunate to be 

able to utilise the knowledge and expertise of not only my supervisors, but also other 

colleagues.  I have a series of ‘study buddies’ who are fellow staff members 

undertaking doctoral studies themselves, as a small group we were able to discuss 

and evaluate responses to the research subject, participants and the process 

(Symon & Cassell, 2012). This support from colleagues was a big contributor to my 

development as a critical reflexive researcher.   In talking about my research with 

others helped me in the sense making process and thus hone my theoretical, 

methodological, emotional and social reflexivity, and in understanding my own 

positioning in relation to my research. As Foot (2015) commented it helped me to 

critically reflect on my assumptions and consider alternative and opposing 

explanations of the phenomenon.  It also helped me to apply the systematic, 

conceptual and analytical discipline that results in credible interpretations of the data 

that demonstrated rigour in the research methods (Gioia et al., 2012). 

 

Day (2012) commented that qualitative methodology is complex and thus may both 

benefit from and be constrained by one’s particularly approach to reflexivity. Thus, 

another researcher with either a similar, or dissimilar perspective and background 

might have approached the research and interpreted the data differently. This does 

not invalidate the results, as each researcher through the process of reflexivity brings 

with them a rich understanding of the phenomenon that acknowledges their own 

perceptual bias. Reflexivity is about interpretation as qualitative research is not about 

perfect accuracy, absolute truth and complete knowledge, but our interpretation of it 

(Day, 2012). 
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What has been particularly interesting for me in writing this account is how as a 

practitioner researcher reflexivity is viewed as an on-going process that is part of 

normal everyday life (Day, 2012).  That is to say that it can be used to question our 

interpretations of everyday situations, both familiar and unfamiliar, making choices 

about our actions, within the constraints of our setting (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  I 

had not previously equated reflexivity in research with reflexivity in practice, but now 

I have made the connection I will endeavour to take this approach both in my future 

research endeavours and my professional practice in order to enhance and develop 

my skills and knowledge and to inform my future actions.  

 

6.5 Further Development 

Whilst I plan to retire within the next five years, I believe I can still contribute to 

academic knowledge. Firstly, through supporting other students in their doctoral 

studies. I am already a second supervisor for another DBA student and I hope to 

supervise other doctoral students. Secondly, through the writing and publishing of 

academic papers from my DBA research.  Whilst I am an experienced teacher, I am 

a fledging academic researcher who is coming to the end of their working life, so my 

ambitions for publications are modest in that I would like to share some of my 

findings with the wider academic community.  Having been supported throughout my 

DBA journey by the HRD community through the UFHRD forum I would like to 

contribute further to this community and I aim to target one of the HRD journals such 

as Human Resource Development Review as my first paper that will focus on the 

importance of providing opportunities for growth and development for facilitating 

engagement as identified in this thesis. I also have the opportunity to return to the 

Trust to conduct further research and thus to offer a longitudinal perspective of care 

worker experience of being engaged and to compare these pre and post COVID-19 

as well as further exploring the link between engagement and well-being. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 Questions for the Semi-Structured Interviews  

Confirm consent and go through the consent form with them. 

Confirm personal information, name, age, position, personal circumstances and how 

long they have worked at the Trust. 

Describe or tell me about a good day at work.  

What factors contribute to this perception? 

Prompts, people, e.g. co-workers/manager/residents, resources, finding meaning, 

sense of achievement  

Describe or tell me about a not so good day/bad day at work. 

What factors contribute to this perception? 

Prompts, people, e.g. co-workers/manager/residents, lack of resources, too much 

work, work boring/meaningless  

How do you feel on a good day? 

Why do they feel this way? 

How do you feel on a not so good day? 

Why do they feel this way? 

Explore and discuss the potential differences here. 

What do you do, if anything, after a good day? 

What do you do, if anything, after a not so good day?  

Explore and discuss potential differences here.  

What are your main sources of satisfaction in the job? Follow up with why/more 

explanation if needed.  

What are your main sources of dissatisfaction in the job? Follow up with why/more 

explanation if needed.  

What do you like most about your job? Why? 

What do you like least about your job? Why? 

Tell me about your relationships with your colleagues – Probe for further 

detail/explanation as to why they think, feel this; ask for examples.  

Tell me about your relationship with your manager – Probe for further 

detail/explanation as to why they think, feel this; ask for examples.  

Follow up with asking about relationships with senior management, head office, 

Trust as a whole.  
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Ask how they spend their leisure time. 

What do they do to relax? 

Do they relax? If not, why not? 

Do they think they have a good work-life balance and why? 

Ask whether they feel valued/appreciated by their manager/colleagues/the Trust. 

How is this shown? 

How do they feel when they are appreciated/not appreciated for their efforts? 

What attracted them to the job/the Trust? Why do they work in care and for the 

Trust? 

Attitudes to caring, residents: what attributes make a good care worker? 

How would they describe the concept of employee engagement and whether it is the 

same or different to other related concepts such as job satisfaction/motivation?  

Note: If they do not know, give a brief explanation.  

Explore whether they see themselves as engaged. If so/not, why/why not? 

What are they engaged with? Is it the organisation/co-workers/job and why do they 

say this? 

How would they describe well-being/their own well-being? 

What contributes to their sense of well-being? 

What, if anything, would improve their sense of well-being? 

What are the main stressors in work/outside work?  

What do they worry about? 

How is this linked to their sense of well-being? 

Do they think that the organisation cares about them and their well-being? 

Why do they think this? 

What actions/evidence demonstrate this? 

Probe further to ask who in the organisation contributes to this – manager/co-

worker/senior management? 

Ask whether they are happy in their work and whether this is important to them and 

the organisation. 

How does your sense of happiness affect your work performance? 

Ask them if is there anything else they would like to say that I have not covered or 

anything they wish to add or amend.  

Thank them for their participation. 
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Appendix 2 Notification of Visit for Observational Research 

 

Dear Employees 

I am Sally Rumbles and I am studying for my professional doctorate (PhD) at the University of 
Portsmouth, where I am also employed as a lecturer. I have worked at the University for over 15 
years, teaching, lecturing and conducting academic research, and prior to that I had a successful 
career as an HR manager in industry. 

As an HR practitioner I am interested in understanding what motivates employees at work and my 
current research is focused on understanding how employees see their work and in particular their 
understanding of employee engagement and well-being. There has been a wealth of academic 
research and practitioner literature in this area but this has been mainly focused on managerial 
perspectives or measuring the concepts through such things as staff surveys rather than 
understanding why employees respond in the way that they do. 

The aim of this study is to gain a better understanding of employee engagement and well-being from 
the employee’s perspective, so I want to hear (and observe first-hand) from people, like you, about 
your attitudes and feelings towards your job and organisation. I will be visiting your workplace to 
observe the daily activities and interactions and will also be seeking volunteers who are willing to be 
interviewed to better understand your attitudes and behaviour at work.  

The Green Meadow Trust has kindly agreed to give me access to observe you as employees in your 
normal working surroundings. As part of the research, I shall be making notes about my observations, 
which may subsequently be written up as part of my PhD thesis. In addition, my proposed study has 
been reviewed by the University of Portsmouth ethics committee and the research will be conducted 
in accordance with the University’s ethical procedures.  

The data collected will be used as part of my PhD thesis as well as contributing to academic journal 
articles and books. A report of my key findings will also be given to your senior management. All data 
collected will be kept confidential by the researcher and anonymised. No comments or observations 
that could identify an individual will be used in the research or fed back to your organisation.  

Whilst your organisation has kindly given me access to conduct my research, your participation is 
entirely voluntary. I am therefore giving you advanced notification of the dates I plan to visit in order to 
give you an opportunity to not participate in the research. 

I shall be visiting Buttermere House on 2nd and 3rd March 2017. 

If you do not wish to participate, you need to email me at Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk by 23rd February 
2017 so that I can rearrange the visit on a day when you are not in work. If you do not contact me, it 
will be assumed that you have given your consent for me to record my observations. In addition, 
should I observe an activity or an interaction you would prefer me not to record, you can ask me not to 
record this on the day of my visit, or in a subsequent email, and the data will not be used.  

If you have any questions regarding my research, please feel free to contact me at 
Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk or on 02392 844730. Thank you for your cooperation and participation.  

Sally Rumbles 



250 
 

Appendix 3 Observational Data Collection Framework 

 

Feelings around happiness/satisfaction related to work as well as from outside 

influences 

Feelings of unhappiness/dissatisfaction related to work as well as from outside 

influences 

Emotional reactions to situations and events, both positive and negative 

Examples of feeling valued/recognised by colleagues and management 

Relationships with other colleagues/management/service users/others, both positive 

and negative, such as supportive and cooperative behaviours, teamwork 

Examples of behaviour related to being engaged/disengaged 

Feelings related to expectations such as disappointment 

Feelings and behaviours around well-being including feeling supported/cared about 

and trusted by the organisation/colleagues/service users 

Behaviours related to having flexibility/decision-making ability/being trusted/caring 

Examples of being valued, praised, thanked by colleagues and supervisor or others 

and the reaction of staff to these 

 

 

 



251 
 

Appendix 4 Example of Observational Field Notes with Annotations  

 

Visit to Buttermere 3rd March 2017, observation of interactions in the kitchen/dining 

area between staff and between staff and some of the residents. 

Mid-afternoon, Julie, Kelly, Angie and Fiona were taking the opportunity of a quieter 

time in the home to complete paperwork and were sat at the kitchen table. Jean was 

painting Isabel’s nails (one of the residents) in the same room, which I observed they 

were both enjoying (positive interactions with residents). Two other residents who 

were wheelchair bound were also in the room and were listening to music that was 

on in the background. The staff interacted with them and involved the residents in 

their interactions. Fred, one of the residents, started (he was non-verbal) ‘singing 

along’ to the music and Angie and Fiona joined in, which made Fred and them laugh 

(enjoyment and pleasure from the work/positive interactions with staff).  

Interactions between the staff were friendly and cooperative (positive co-worker 

relations). Julie was helping Kelly complete her paperwork (supportive behaviour, 

teamwork) as Kelly, being recently promoted, needed help with the documentation. 

They were all having a bit of a good-natured moan about the amount of paperwork 

(supportive behaviour, teamwork) and were helping each other. Several expressed 

their dislike of all the ‘form filling’ (things they did not like about the job). Julie stated 

she loved the job (feelings about the job) but hated all the paperwork and wished 

that the Trust would go digital but appreciated the Trust could not afford to do this.  

Jean came into the room with one of the residents, James, whom she had taken out 

for a walk. James had a bad cold, and the other staff members immediately asked 

Jean (and James directly) how he was and expressed concern that James was not 

his usual self (concern for residents). Jean stated he had been ‘difficult’ and had 

been badly behaved early on (pulling her hair and trying to kick her), which is why 

she had taken James for a walk. There was a general sympathy for Jean and for 

James expressed because of this (supportive behaviour, concern for colleagues, 

challenges of the job). Angie immediately offered to take James into another room 

and read him a story to relieve Jean and calm James down, who was, as I observed, 

quite agitated as she was finishing her paperwork (supportive behaviour, concern for 

others). Jean asked the group if anyone would like a drink before making one for 

herself (supportive behaviour). 

The conversation moved on to plans for the weekend. Fiona was pleased to be able 

to have a weekend off with her husband and daughter and was planning an outing 

(she had worked the last two weekends) (work-life balance, outside activities), and 

there was a general discussion around plans for the time off. Julie and Angie were 

planning to get together on Sunday (friendships, outside activities).  
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Shortly after, Donna came into the kitchen and noticed that the staff were completing 

the paperwork. She asked Kelly in particular how she was getting on and thanked 

them all for doing this (supervisor support). She also asked Jean how James had 

been and offered to make everyone a cup of tea as she had brought in cakes to 

share (showing support and concern for staff members and the residents). The 

interactions finished with everyone including the residents (who were fed orally) 

sharing cake and drinks. Julie commented that Donna was always bringing in cakes 

and treats for the staff as her way of saying thank you (thanks and appreciation, 

feeling valued).  

Further thoughts: Happy working atmosphere that involved the residents and all 

staff. Encouragement and support for each other. Teamwork, cooperation, praise 

and thanks demonstrated by the manager (friendships, friendly approach).  
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Appendix 5 Invitation to Interview and Sign-up Sheet 

 

Study Title: Exploring Employee Engagement and Well-being from the Employee’s 

Perspective 

 

Dear Employee 

Following on from my recent visit to Buttermere House, I am now seeking volunteers who are willing 
to be interviewed as part of my professional doctorate research at the University of Portsmouth, 
where I am also employed as a lecturer. I have worked at the University for over 15 years, teaching, 
lecturing and conducting academic research.  

I am interested in understanding what motivates employees at work and my current research is 
focused on understanding how employees see their work and in particular their understanding of 
employee engagement and well-being. There has been a wealth of academic research and 
practitioner literature in this area but this has been mainly focused on managerial perspectives or 
measuring the concepts through such things as staff surveys rather than understanding why 
employees respond in the way that they do. The aim of the study is to gain a better understanding of 
employee engagement and well-being from the employee’s perspective, so I want to hear first-hand 
from people, like you, about your attitudes and feelings towards your job and organisation.  

Your organisation has kindly agreed that I may conduct interviews within the organisation. I have 
been given permission to approach you to see if you would be willing to participate in my research 
study as an interviewee. Participation in this study is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw 
from the research process at any point before I begin data analysis (current plan is 1st July 2017). If 
you agree to be interviewed I will ask you to give your written consent at the start of the interview. The 
interviews will be conducted in a private room at your place of work and I anticipate that interviews will 
last between 45 and 60 minutes. I will be recording our discussion on a digital recorder. The 
transcribed interview will be stored securely online on the University of Portsmouth server. The 
transcribed interview will be password protected.  

My research will be conducted within the Ethical Policy of the University of Portsmouth. I will ensure 
organisational confidentiality and individual anonymity. The results of my research will be published in 
my doctoral thesis and potentially a number of journal articles and book chapters, as well as a short 
report with recommendations to the organisation. From a practitioner perspective, I believe my 
research will identify further guidance for managers and organisations. 

Thank you for taking the time to read this letter. I am planning to conduct interviews in April and May, 
so if you are willing to participate please let Donna or myself know so that we can arrange a mutually 
convenient time and date to conduct the interview. If have any further questions please speak to me 
in person or either give me a ring on 02392 844730 or send me an email to 
Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk. 

Kind regards and many thanks  

Sally Rumbles 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk
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Dear Employee 

Following on from my recent visits to Buttermere House, thanks to all those who allowed me to 

observe them at work, I am now seeking volunteers who are willing to be interviewed as part of my 

professional doctorate research at the University of Portsmouth, where I am also employed as a 

lecturer. I will be visiting Buttermere again on 9th and 11th May 2017. If you are willing to be 

interviewed I would be grateful if you would put your name on this sign-up sheet. If you are not 

available on the 9th or 11th but are willing to be interviewed for my research, please add your name in 

at the bottom and we can arrange a mutually convenient time. Attached is also an information sheet 

about my research. (Note: This has not been included in the appendices as it repeats the information 

in the Participant Information Sheet in Appendix 6.) 

Thank you in anticipation 

Sally Rumbles 

 

 
Time  

 
9th May 2017 

 
Time  

 
11th May 2017 
 

 
10am 

  
10am 

 

11am 
 

 11am 
 

 

12pm 
 

 12pm 
 

 

1pm 
 

 1pm 
 

 

2pm 
 

 2pm 
 

 

3pm 
 

 3pm 
 

 

4pm 
 

 4pm 
 

 

5pm 
 

 5pm  

If you are not available on the above dates but are willing to be interviewed, please put your 
name below 
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Appendix 6 Participant Information and Informed Consent Form 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET  

Title of Project: Exploring Employee Engagement and Well-being from the Employees’ Perspective 

University of Portsmouth Ethics Committee Reference Number: E425 

Name & Contact Details of Researcher: Sally Rumbles, 02392 844730, Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk 

Invitation 
I would like to invite you to take part in my research study. Joining the study is entirely up to you. Before 
you decide I would like you to understand why the research is being done and what it would involve for 
you. I will go through this information sheet with you, to help you decide whether or not you would like to 
take part and answer any questions you may have. I would suggest this should take about five minutes. 
Please feel free to talk to others about the study if you wish. Do ask if anything is unclear. 
 
Study Summary 
The aim of the study is to gain a better understanding of employee engagement and well-being from the 
employee’s perspective. I am seeking participants who are willing to be interviewed about their attitudes 
to, and motivation for, work. Participation in the research would require you to attend an interview at your 
place of work (in a private room) and would take approximately one hour of your time.  
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
This primary research is being conducted for me to fulfil the requirements of my PhD research degree.  
 
Why have I been invited? 
Your organisation has kindly given me permission to come into the organisation as an observer and to 
conduct interviews. They have agreed that I may approach you to see if you would be willing to 
participate in my research study as an interviewee. 
 
Do I have to take part?  
No, taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. It is up to you to decide if you want to volunteer for 
the study. I will describe the study in this information sheet and at the start of the interview, and if you 
agree to take part, I will ask you to confirm that before I begin the interview. Your consent will be part of 
the transcription of the interview.  
 
What will happen to me if I take part? 
If you agree to participate, I will need approximately one hour of your time in which I will ask a number of 
questions about employee engagement and well-being. I will record the interview on a digital recorder. 
The interview will be transcribed and kept on a password-protected file on the University of Portsmouth 
server and I will hold a backup on my external hard drive. I will be consolidating your and other 
participants’ answers in my thesis, and if I quote from your interview, you will be referred to by a 
pseudonym so that people will not be able to identify you from the quote.  
 
Anything else I will have to do?  
No. 
 
What data will be collected and/or measurements taken?  
The data collected will be in the form of the information you provide in answering my questions. This will 
form the qualitative data that I will analyse to identify findings and reach my conclusions.  
 
 
 
Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 
I will anonymise both the organisation and the individual participants. The raw data, which might identify 
you, will be kept securely by me. Secure storage arrangements are provided by the transcriptions being 
stored on the University N drive, which is password protected. A backup will be held on my external hard 
drive and this is also password protected.  
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The interview data, when made anonymous, will be used within my PhD. The data may also be 
presented to others at academic conferences or published in academic journals or books. Anonymous 
data, which do not identify you, may be used in future research studies approved by an appropriate 
research ethics committee. 
The raw data, which would identify you, will not be passed to anyone outside my supervisory team 
without your express written permission. The raw data will be retained for up to 10 years. When they are 
no longer required, the data will be disposed of securely (e.g. electronic media and paper 
records/images).  
 
What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?  
As a volunteer you can stop the interview at any time, and may withdraw before or after the interview 
without giving a reason if you do not wish to. If you do withdraw from a study after some data have been 
collected you will be asked if you are content for the data collected thus far to be retained and included in 
the study. If you prefer, the data collected can be destroyed and not included in the study. Once the 
research has been completed, and the data analysis has begun, which will be no later than 1st July 2017, 
it will not be possible for you to withdraw your data from the study. 
 
What if there is a problem? 
If you have a query, concern or complaint about any aspect of this study, in the first instance you should 
contact the researcher at Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk. As the researcher is a student, there will also be an 
academic member of staff listed as the supervisor whom you can contact. The supervisor of this project 
is Dr Stephen Williams: Stephen.Williams@port.ac.uk. If you have a complaint, please contact the 
supervisor with details of the complaint.  
If your concern or complaint is not resolved by the researcher or their supervisor, you should contact the 
Head of Department, Mr Gary Rees, OSHRM Department, 02392844221, gary.rees@port.ac.uk. 
If the complaint remains unresolved, please contact: The University Complaints Officer, 023 9284 3642, 
complaintsadvice@port.ac.uk. 
 
Who is funding the research?  
This research is being funded by me, the student. I will not receive any financial reward by conducting 
this study other than my normal salary as an employee of the University. 
 
Who has reviewed the study? 
Research involving human participants is reviewed by an ethics committee to ensure that the dignity and 
well-being of participants are respected. This study has been reviewed by the Portsmouth Business 
School Ethics Committee and been given a favourable ethical opinion. 
 
Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet and for considering volunteering for this 
research. If you are happy to proceed, please sign the consent form.

mailto:Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk
mailto:Stephen.Williams@port.ac.uk
mailto:complaintsadvice@port.ac.uk
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CONSENT FORM 

Title of Project: Exploring Employee Engagement and Well-being from the Employees’ Perspective 

Name and Contact Details of Researcher(s): Sally Rumbles, 02392 844730, Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk 

Ethics committee reference number: E425 

 Please 
initial 

I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the above study. I have had 
the opportunity to consider the information and ask questions and have had these answered 
satisfactorily. 

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time before 
1st July 2017 without giving any reason.  

 

I understand that the results of this study may be published and/or presented at meetings or 
academic conferences. I give my permission for my anonymous data, which do not identify me, 
to be disseminated in this way. 

 

I agree to the data I contribute being retained for any future research that has been approved 
by a research ethics committee. 

 

 

I consent for my interview to be audio-recorded. The recording will be transcribed and analysed 
for the purposes of the research. All audio files and transcripts will be stored securely and 
destroyed after 10 years. 

 

 

I consent to verbatim quotes being used in publications; I will not be named but I understand 
that there is a small risk I could be identified. 

 

I agree to take part in the above study.  

 

Name of Participant:     Date:  Signature: 

 

 

 

Sally Rumbles, Researcher:    Date:  Signature: 
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Appendix 7 Phase One Coding 

 

Name Description Sources References 

Bad day What contributes to a bad day, people things, etc. 18 25 

Feelings, actions on a bad day Feelings and emotions when day hasn't gone well, and the actions 

they take to negate this 

10 11 

Caring as a career Respondents have worked mainly in care for most of their working 

time or see this as their career choice, LOS of service to trust also 

here in terms of loyalty 

19 27 

Challenges in job Discourse around the challenges in the job such as difficult patients 18 21 

Communications, employee voice Formal and informal, listening behaviours, employee voice 23 85 

Engagement behaviours and engaged 

with what 

Behaviours demonstrating engagement such as going the extra mile, 

OCB? Being positive, giving one’s all, thoughts on what they are 

engaged with, job, organisation, residents, etc. 

24 74 

Engagement definition How they define engagement, what factors they see contribute to 

being engaged, how they would describe behaviours and feelings of 

being engaged 

25 35 

Engagement feeling valued by Trust or Feelings and behaviours and actions by management and the Trust 18 42 
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Name Description Sources References 

organisation as an organisation to make them feel valued 

Engagement feeling valued within 

workplace 

Feeling valued and appreciated and behaviours by others to give 

respondents feelings of being valued and appreciated 

26 61 

Extrinsic rewards – pay and benefits Thoughts around pay and benefits 23 68 

Flexibility & reciprocity Examples of flexibility at work, such as changing shifts, reciprocity in 

helping others or the organisation 

23 63 

Good day Factors that contribute to a good day 21 30 

Feelings on good day Description of how they feel on or after a good day at work, sense of 

achievement, job done 

15 16 

Intrinsic rewards – job satisfaction and 

involvement, making a difference 

JS commitment, involvement in the work and the Trust 17 31 

Caring altruism, behaviours & feelings 

relating to this 

Behaviours and feelings about how the residents should be treated, 

attitudes to residents 

24 80 

Emotional attachment to job, loyalty Feelings about the job, not just a job, loyalty 22 65 

Attitude, caring, fit with Trust and work Having the right attitude to the job or being the right sort of person, 

having a positive attitude at work 

21 43 

Enjoyment and happiness in the job, fun Feelings of happiness and love of the job, what they like or enjoy 26 111 
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Name Description Sources References 

about the job, work seen as fun and enjoyable, staff are friendly 

Interactions with residents Specifically, how this contributes to job satisfaction and involvement 

and pleasure rather than relationships in general 

14 30 

Job dissatisfaction Things they don't like about the job, behaviours and actions 

contributing to this 

15 23 

Motivation and commitment to Trust Reasons for applying to Trust, knowing someone working, family, etc. 

and comments about why they continue to work for the Trust 

24 36 

Motivation for care work Descriptions and reasons why they chose care, knowing someone, 

family member in care or family member or friend working in care, 

motivation to undertake the type of work 

22 46 

Opportunities for desire for growth, 

responsibility 

Examples of responsibilities, promotions, extra activities, 

responsibilities that allow for growth and development, not T&D 

opportunities 

23 68 

Opportunity for T&D Activities and perceptions about opportunities for T&D 22 36 

Perception of & pride in Trust Feelings and emotions about the Trust and working for the Trust, what 

they say about the Trust to others, good place to work 

23 47 

Perceptions of fairness, ethics Equitable behaviour, people treated the same or fairly, ethical practice 17 29 

Perceptions of job and pride in the job Descriptions about how they see the job rather than emotions and 14 23 
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Name Description Sources References 

feelings about it 

Resources, workload, time, variety, 

smooth running 

Perceptions with regard to manageable workload, variety of work, 

routine and smooth running of shift and activities, having enough 

resources personal or in general, not being understaffed, for example, 

achieving tasks that need to be done on time 

22 66 

Responsibility and trust Perceptions of responsibilities in job, whether it is welcomed or not 

rather than opportunities to take responsibility and develop 

17 26 

Perceptions of place of work, fun, 

friendly, etc. 

The environment, friendliness of staff, fun 5 6 

Pride in job Feelings of and expressions of pride in the job and doing a good job, 

setting standards as well as statements alluding to wanting to do a 

good job 

13 21 

Relationship with & support from 

manager 

General comments about relationship with immediate manager and 

supportive behaviours, such as listening 

24 97 

Perception of manager, listens, honest, 

trustworthy, etc. 

Good? Fair, trustworthy, listens, more general than just their 

relationship, honest, gives feedback 

19 42 

Relationship with residents Comments about and perceptions to do with the relationship with 

residents and how it is or should be 

7 18 

Relationship, visibility & support of HQ Comments on and perceptions of senior management, support 19 66 
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Name Description Sources References 

visibility, etc. of staff from HQ particularly management above home 

level 

Relationships, teamwork & support from 

& for colleagues 

Relationships with colleagues, how they are good, etc. as well as 

supportive behaviours, friendship groups 

25 143 

Well-being – work-life balance Comments and issues around balancing work and family life, work 

and outside interests, switching off or thinking about work when at 

home 

24 87 

Well-being contributing factors Factors contributing to well-being 25 68 

Well-being, does Trust care about them Behaviours, feelings about whether the Trust cares about them and 

their well-being 

20 40 

Well-being, resilience, stress, emotional 

support 

What they do to relax, how they deal with a bad day at work, etc., is 

job stressful, how they cope with stress and pressures of work, can 

they switch off emotional support, switching off 

19 51 

Well-being, definitions Definitions, understanding of the concept 21 25 
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Appendix 8 Phase Three Coding 

Data to be reorganised under Kahn’s key themes for recoding and consideration as well as any key themes not included. 

Name Description 

Engagement definitions How respondents described the concept and behaviours, emotions and cognitive processes that go 

with it 

Psychological availability Individuals’ belief that they have the physical, emotional or cognitive resources to engage the self at 

work. Not enough to work hard but includes willingness to give more, going the extra mile and 

deploying resources in the job 

Extrinsic rewards and benefits Issues related to pay and benefits can affect psychological availability particularly if money worries 

affect their ability to fully engage at work 

Flexibility, reciprocity, SET All issues related to being flexible, reciprocity etc. that make the employee more or less 

psychologically available. Is social exchange theory relevant here? 

Outside activities – work-life balance The extent to which outside activities and responsibilities may negatively impact on resources 

available to be engaged at work. Work-life balance fits here 

Resources – cognitive The complexity of the job, information processing requirements, information overload or underload, 

‘role overload’, number of balls in the air being managed leading to stress 

Resources – emotional Emotionally exhausting? Process of managing feelings and expressions to fulfil the emotional 

requirements of the job. I have made this more general to include emotions and feelings about the 

job and now have a subset of well-being that is all about feelings and emotions related to 

happiness. Argument here is if you are happy at work you are more psychologically available 
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Name Description 

Well-being links to emotional availability Well-being is linked to psychological availability. Individuals can only bring themselves fully to the 

role if they have a sense of well-being, which I think is strongly linked to emotional resources and 

thus has been re-categorised under emotional. Being happy at work and having a good sense of 

well-being means that I have the emotional resources to cope with the job 

Resources or lack of them Effect of lack of concrete resources on job and person, this would also include being short staffed 

Resources physical – time I have 

included here 

The physical exertions and demands of the job. Individuals vary in their abilities to meet these 

demands based on their strength, stamina and flexibility. Depletion of physical resource can lead to 

disengagement from one’s role. Feelings of being physically tired would come under this and not 

having enough time to do things 

Work role security, insecurity Individuals who worry or are over conscious about what others think about them are less 

psychologically available. Linked to self-consciousness, self-confidence, comfortable with how 

others perceive them and judge them, not seeking approval for work 

Psychological meaningfulness People feel worthwhile, useful and valuable. Return on self in role; feel they are making a 

difference. Meaningful work. Meaningfulness has to do with how valuable a work goal is in relation 

to one’s own ideals and standards, work role activities that are personally meaningful they are likely 

to be motivated and to invest themselves more fully 

Co-worker relations – teamwork, 

rewarding interactions, feeling valued, 

respected, trusted 

Rewarding interpersonal interactions. Treated with dignity and respect by colleagues. Valued for 

their contributions. They are not merely the occupant in the role but have a sense of belonging. Co-

worker relations in this node are about creating meaning in work and rewarding interactions that 

make people feel valued rather than emotional and cognitive relationships Note for me. Gruman 

and Saks distinguish this as meaningfulness AT work gained from whom one surrounds oneself 

with at work/org membership 
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Name Description 

Feeling valued Feeling valued and appreciated for their contribution is linked to meaningfulness. Does the 

organisation value them and their contributions? Feeling valued can come from the organisation or 

the supervisor as a representative of the organisation. Supervisor’s behaviour as a representative 

of the organisation is linked to perceptions of value 

Job enrichment – task characteristics Jobs involving challenge, variety, creativity and autonomy lead to engagement. Task identity, task 

significance, autonomy and feedback. Experiencing meaningfulness through responsibility and 

knowledge outcomes, interesting and challenging work. Experiences of competence from routine 

but also growth and learning from the new includes opportunities for growth and development 

Meaningfulness gained from type of 

work, liking the job – my inclusion 

Motivation to perform care work, feelings about service users and relations with them are included 

here. Liking the job. Emotional attachment to the job and the residents. Note to self here that 

Gruman & Saks distinguish this as meaningfulness in work 

Psychological safety Showing true self without fear of negative consequences. Work is a safe place to be oneself, self-

image, status and career factors in here. Individuals feel safe when they feel they will not suffer if 

they express their true selves at work. Key here is that they understand boundaries of acceptable 

behaviour set by the organisation and as demonstrated by the supervisor. Included here is the 

acceptance that making mistakes is ok and supportive environment, taking risks, trying out new 

things 

Co-worker norms Co-worker norms tend to govern behaviour, attitudes and emotions. Kahn suggests that individuals 

who stay within the boundaries of appropriate behaviour will feel safer at work. But normative rules 

in teams that employees feel they must follow should lead to feelings of less psychological safety. 

On the other hand, flexibility and being allowed to disagree and challenge others’ views is more 

likely to lead to engagement 

Co-worker relations, team support, Cognitive trust – reliability and dependability of others. Affective trust is rooted in emotional 
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Name Description 

trusting, giving emotional support relationships. Trust leads to concern for welfare of others, willingness to invest emotionally in 

relationships, mutual respect and valuing each other. Co-worker relations here about emotional 

support rather than giving meaning to the work 

Perceived supervisor support – 

supervisor relations 

Supportive, not controlling, trusting. Behaviour in this context includes: concern for employees’ 

needs and feelings, providing positive feedback, encouraging employee voice to express concerns, 

solving work-related problems, encouraging to develop new skills, consistency and trustworthiness 

of supervisor behaviour, open & honest communications including explanations of actions, 

inclusiveness in terms of employee participation in decision-making, fairness & consistency of 

behaviour, rewards/procedures 

POS support and well-being POS and well-being here are about does the organisation care about them and their well-being and 

provide a supportive environment that makes them feel safe. An important aspect of safety 

according to Saks (2006) stems from the amount of care and support employees perceive to be 

provided by their organisations as well as their direct supervisor. Organisational members feel safe 

in work environments that are characterised by openness and supportiveness 

Work-role fit Perceived fit between individual’s self-concept and their role, this leads to meaningfulness. 

Alignment of values and beliefs, individual with organisation, identifies with the organisation (could 

be through supervisor) and its purpose. Allows people to be themselves at work 
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Appendix 9 – An example of reflections on the data analysis 

process from my NVivo Memo 

 

Re reading some of the key literature in order to make sense of my data and provide 

an argument and story of what I have found out another thought is as to where POS 

fits in her. Saks 2006 suggests that this should come under safety. He argues that 

an important aspect of safety stems from the amount of care and support employees 

perceive to be provided by their organisation as well as their direct supervisor. 

Organisational members feel safe in work environments that were characterised by 

openness and supportiveness. 

 

This also then leads to the question as to where to place wellbeing should it come 

under safety?  Probably yes in terms of whether they felt their organisation cares 

about them and their wellbeing but can also be under resources as a sense of 

wellbeing and happiness could be related to psychological availability. 

 

Having coded both these factors POS under meaningfulness linking it to trust and 

wellbeing under availability I relooked at these themes to see if this was the best fit 

for these categories or whether it should actually be in both and with POS it needed 

to be spilt from feeling valued.  NOTE: I need to review the literature here to reflect 

on this some more before making this decision.  

 

Relooking at well-being and the comments and statements made by the interviews, I 

recoded aspects of these under psychological safety in terms of the organisation 

caring about them and supporting them.  In reviewing the section on POS, I would 

agree with Saks’ take that this is more about psychological safety and wellbeing fits 

in here in terms of does the organisation support and care about them thus making 

them feel safe.  

 

I have also left well-being under psychological availability which relates more to 

feelings of happiness I have thus also grouped wellbeing in availability under 

emotional availability as to be emotionally available I would argue you have to be 

happy at work and like what you do. This I think is a critical factor for support workers 

who are on minimum wage and links to why they do the job they do.
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Appendix 10 Ethical Approval Paperwork (Redacted) 

 
Portsmouth Business School  

 

Application for Ethical Review – Staff and Postgraduate Research Students 

 

 

Study Title and Key Dates 

1.1 Title:  

The title of this research project is “Exploring Employee Engagement and Well-being from the 

Employees’ Perspective”.  

1.2 Date of submission:    Resubmitted 20/1/2017                     Version Number: 2 

 

Ethics Committee Reference Number: E425 

 

1.3 Date of study commencement:  October 2014              Projected date of study completion 

(fully written up): September 2019 
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Applicant Details: Please complete either 2.1 or 2.2 as appropriate 

2.1 Principal Investigator (Member of staff – personally or as a supervisor of a taught student) 

 

Name:    Title /Role:   Department 

Telephone:   Email:  

 

2.2 Principal Investigator (PGRS)  

 

Name:  Sally Rumbles Title/Role:  PGRS  Department: OSHRM  

Course of study: DBA 

Telephone: 02392844730  Email: Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk 

 

First Supervisor’s Name: Stephen Williams, Telephone: 02392 844033, 

Stephen.Williams@port.ac.uk. Names and contact details of any other supervisors (if relevant), 

Peter Scott, Telephone: 02392 844246, Email: peter.j.scott@port.ac.uk 

 

 

2.3 Co-Researchers / Collaborators 

 

N/A 

2.4 Independent or Peer Reviewer 

 

N/A 

 

Funding Details 

The researcher is self-funded.  

 

 

mailto:Stephen.Williams@port.ac.uk
mailto:peter.j.scott@port.ac.uk
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Research Sites 

The researcher is aiming to conduct observational research and interviews at two organisations. 

(Note: In order to protect the anonymity of the organisations, pseudonyms have been used in this 

application.) 

 

Organisation One: 

The Green Meadow Health Trust, South of England 

 

The Trust runs a series of care homes that service the needs of adults in the community with 

learning and physical disabilities. The researcher will observe the staff at work within the care 

home environment in which they work. Observational research (ethnography) of two to three days 

in each care home and subsequent one-to-one interview with members of staff will be conducted 

in their workplace. It is intended to conduct up to 20 interviews with staff from three/four homes. 

Access has been agreed with the managing director and the care home managers of three of the 

four care homes. One further care home is to be identified for access. 

 

Organisation Two: 

Westchester Fire and Rescue Service, England 

The Westchester fire and rescue service is one of the smallest in the country and one of the few 

that remain within the control of the local council. Research will take place at the main fire station, 

which is the only 24-hour service station in the county, and the other main fire station in the 

county (not 24 hours).   

 

The researcher will observe the fire and rescue staff at work within the fire station environment in 

which they work. Observational research (ethnography) of two to four days in fire station and 

subsequent one-to-one interview with members of staff will be conducted in their workplace. It is 

intended to conduct up to 20 interviews with staff from the two main fire stations.  

 

 

 

 

 

Insurance Arrangements 



271 
 

Standard university insurance arrangements will be sufficient to cover this research project.  

 

Study Summary  

6.1 Study Summary 

 

 

Most of the studies on engagement (with some notable exceptions such as Jenkins and Delbridge 

(2013) and Reissner and Pagan (2013)) have been large-scale quantitative studies that have 

either tended to focus on the measurement of these concepts or seek to demonstrate causal 

relationships. Quantitative studies conducted by academics and practitioners continually 

demonstrate that the majority of employees are not engaged but fail to explain why this is the 

case, thus giving the practitioner no insights into how to engage their employees. In addition, both 

academic and practitioner research and measurement of the concepts are dominated by 

managerial definitions of engagement and well-being. What is lacking is the perspective of 

‘laypeople’ and their real-world understanding of the concepts (Jongbloed & Andres, 2014). 

Further exploration of the relationship between well-being and engagement may contribute to 

explaining the variance in employee engagement levels, but from a qualitative perspective that will 

allow for the collection of rich and insightful data. 

 

The main purpose of this study is to explore the concepts of employee engagement and well-

being from the employees’ perspective using the qualitative methods of ethnography, which will 

include observation and semi-structured interviews as primary data collection methods.  

Observation will allow the researcher to understand more fully the context in which the employee 

works that forms their opinions and the interviews will allow the researcher to explore in more 

depth the feelings, emotions and behaviours associated with engagement and well-being. 

Employee engagement is a highly individual experience based on such things as expectations, 

values, beliefs, personal characteristics, emotions, resilience and perceptions of well-being. In 

conducting this research, it is hoped to explore the multifaceted nature of the concept in order to 

gain rich insights into the motivations around work of individual employees as well as the interplay 

between engagement and well-being.  

 

 

6.2 Main Ethical Issues 

 

 

Anonymity and confidentiality 
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The first ethical consideration is maintaining the confidentiality and anonymity of the organisations 

that have allowed access for primary data research as well as the anonymity of individuals within 

the observation and interview processes and the recorded qualitative data. Anonymising the case 

studies is also practised in this form, although I can confirm that my supervisors are aware of the 

actual identities of the organisations. 

 

Observations will be noted in the researcher’s notebook and transcribed into a word document 

and then NVivo. A digital recording will be made of the interviews, which will be fully transcribed 

and analysed using NVivo; the ethical management of these recordings and transcripts is a key 

consideration. 

 

Whilst there are a number of care home providers within the geographical area that the Trust 

operates in, the organisation will be described under an assumed name, ‘Green Meadow Trust’, 

and its location will be described as the South of England, thus ensuring anonymity for the 

organisation. Similarly, in the fire and rescue service being researched the data will be sufficiently 

anonymised to ensure that the organisation cannot be identified, thus it will be generalised to a 

fire service within the UK and any specific characteristics will not be stated.  

 

With reference to individual confidentiality, the main consideration is to assure participants that 

their comments will be treated in confidence and most importantly that their anonymity will be 

protected. For both the observational data collected from individual staff members and from 

subsequent interviewees, names and information about an employee will only be recorded for the 

researcher’s reference and understanding and will be securely stored in a password-protected file. 

In the subsequent thesis respondents will only be identified by tags such as care worker 1, 2, 3. 

 

It is acknowledged by the researcher that employees who are observed may subsequently agree 

to be interviewed, in which case where the anonymity of the individual would not be compromised 

the same tag would be used for that employee in referring to data collected from observations and 

interview. 

 

Each organisation has a significant gender bias (care sector mainly female, fire and rescue 

service mainly male), so no references will be made to gender when reflecting on individual 

comments or observations if this would identify the respondents. Where observations, quotes or 

accounts of specific incidents are used, contextual information that might lead to the identification 

of the employee will be disguised. 

 

The organisation has agreed that interviews may take place during the working day and interviews 
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will be conducted in a private room at the individual’s place of work. Every effort will be made to 

ensure privacy and confidentiality of the conversation during and after the interview, by ensuring 

that the interview setting allows for conversations not to be overheard or interrupted by others and 

data management in accordance with UoP policy.  

 

To ensure confidentiality, the digital recordings and the hard copy transcripts will be managed 

according to the University of Portsmouth’s Data Management Policy. The transcripts of both 

observational and interview data will be held on the N drive and password protected. A backup will 

be held on the researcher’s external hard drive, which again will be password protected and kept 

in the household safe.  

 

 Green Meadow Trust ethical considerations with regard to observational research 

 

Access to each care home has been granted both by the organisation through the managing 

director (Health Trust) and the operations manager – the gatekeepers – but also the individual 

home managers. One further care home has to be agreed but in principle access has been 

granted by the organisation and permission will be sought from the home manager to conduct the 

research.  

 

Green Meadow Trust provides care services to adults with learning and, in some cases, physical 

disabilities. Permission to observe staff at work has been agreed with the organisational 

gatekeepers. Access will be limited to the communal areas, such as lounges, kitchen and dining 

areas and observation of staff in general interaction with residents/service users. These areas are 

also open to other visitors to the premises such as family and friends, other healthcare workers 

and general maintenance staff, thus the additional presence of the researcher is unlikely to cause 

any harm to either the residents or staff. The staff in the homes have a duty of care to their 

residents; as such, the researcher will not have access to residents’ private spaces or activities 

involving provision of personal hygiene and other sensitive services provided by staff. Observation 

will be conducted during the day. 

 

The researcher is, however, mindful of the fact that she is observing staff in service users’ ‘home’ 

environment. She will respect the professional judgement and guidance of the managers and the 

staff as to what activities she may observe. In principle, she has agreed with each of the 

managers that should any service user/resident make it clear to staff, or to her directly, that she is 

not welcome, she will discontinue the observational research and leave the premises. Staff are 

experienced and know their residents and will be able to advise the researcher should this occur. 

An initial scoping meeting that involved visiting each of the homes indicates that this is not likely to 

occur. 
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All participants need to have a full understanding of the purpose of the research and how data will 

be used so that they can give their informed consent to participate. This will include ensuring 

participants are aware that they can withdraw from the research before, during or after the 

ethnographic research as well as during and after any interviews conducted, up to the point that 

data are analysed. Whilst access has been granted by the organisation, the researcher will send 

an email to be distributed to the staff in each care home advising them of the dates of her visits, 

the purpose of her research, how the data will be used and giving them the opportunity not to 

participate or object to her recording her observations when they are working. Staff will be asked 

to contact her if they wish to withdraw from any observational research. The initial scoping 

meetings suggest that staff do not have any objections to their work being observed, however in 

the unlikely event that a staff member objects to the researcher’s presence, she will arrange to 

visit on a day they are not on shift.  

 

Westchester Fire and Rescue Service ethical considerations with regard to observational research 

 

Access to the organisation and the two fire stations has been granted by the group manager and 

the station managers. Observations will be limited to activities within the fire station in the 

communal and work areas.  

 

As with the GMT, whilst access has been granted by the organisation, all participants need to 

have a full understanding of the purpose of the research and how data will be used, so that they 

can give their informed consent to participate. This will include ensuring participants are aware 

that they can withdraw from the research before, during or after the ethnographic research as well 

as during and after any interviews conducted, up to the point that data are analysed. The 

researcher will send an email/letter to be distributed to the staff in each fire station advising them 

of the dates of her visits, the purpose of the research, how the data will be used and giving them 

the opportunity not to participate or object to her recording her observations when they are 

working. Staff will be asked to contact the researcher if they wish to withdraw from any 

observation research. The initial scoping meetings suggest that staff do not have any objections to 

being observed in the workplace as the researcher met with the fire-fighters who will be observed 

at one of the fire stations as part of these meetings and no objections were raised verbally by any 

staff members at this meeting. However, in the unlikely event that a staff member objects to her 

presence, she will arrange to visit on a day they are not on shift. 

 

 

6.3 Other Risks or Concerns 

 

As already mentioned, as the Green Meadow Trust works with adults with learning disabilities 

there is a small risk that my presence might distress the service users. The steps to address this 

issue have been discussed already in other sections, but to confirm: access will be limited to 
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public areas, where visitors are frequent, and if my presence appears to be causing distress to 

any service user I will discontinue the research on that particular day.  

 

Given that the research in GMT focuses on those working with individuals who may be vulnerable, 

there is a small risk that the researcher may come across evidence of individuals experiencing, or 

being at risk of, abuse. This would require the researcher to notify the appropriate authority 

(contacting either the Care Quality Commission or Local Authority). Participants will be made 

aware of this when seeking consent. 

 

No risks have been identified in the fire service by either the researcher or the organisation. 

 

 

 

 

Compliance with Codes, Guidance, Policies and Procedures 

This research project will comply with guidance, codes, policies and procedures of the University 

of Portsmouth.  

 

The two organisations where the research will be conducted have confirmed that there are no 

other guidance, codes, policies or procedures that the researcher needs to adhere to when 

conducting her research. Neither organisation has a set of ethical guidelines or policies that would 

impact on her conducting her research (please see confirmation of this from GMT paragraph 4 of 

their permission letter and the email from the fire service). A briefing will be conducted by the care 

home manager at GMT and the fire station manager for the fire service at the start of any visit to 

guide the researcher as to any health and safety or other procedures that she needs to follow 

whilst on the premises to conduct her research.  

 

As noted elsewhere, the researcher will take a number of steps to ensure that participants are 

fully informed about the nature of the research, freely consent to participate and are protected 

from any harm, particularly harm that may arise from the leakage of sensitive information. In 

relation to research misconduct, the information given to participants will include details of how to 

complain if they feel they have been mistreated or misled during the research. 
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Study Aims and Objectives 

 

8.1 Main Aim / Research Question / Hypothesis 

 

To explore employee engagement and well-being from the employee’s perspective. 

8.2 Primary Objective 

 

To understanding better the concepts of employee engagement and well-being from the 

employees’ perspective by exploring how employees view their work – why they do the jobs they 

do, how they feel about their work, what motivations, meanings and behaviours they associate 

with being engaged at work and what the relationship is between engagement and well-being: is it 

an antecedent, a correlate or an outcome, or all three? 

 

8.3 Secondary Objective(s) 

 

A secondary objective is to provide guidance for the organisations and the wider HR community. 

 

 

9.    Research Methods  

9.1 Research Method(s) 

 

The research will be conducted in two organisations and is a qualitative research project, with 

ethnographic observations and semi-structured interviews being the vehicle for primary data 

collection methods. Up to 20 days of ethnographic observational research is planned. Semi-

structured interviews will follow with up to 20 staff members at each organisation with each 

interview lasting approximately one hour.  
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Observation – The researcher intends to act as an observer of daily activities and interactions 

between the staff and service users. At GMT this will involve access to the public areas of the 

care homes such as the kitchen, dining and living rooms and offices. In the fire service this will be 

the communal work areas, recreation areas, training rooms and offices. The researcher is taking 

an interpretivist approach to the research design; thus, it is important for her to understand the 

context of work for the employees. This includes the social interactions of staff with other staff and 

service users as well as understanding what the nature and role of a care worker or fireman 

involves on a daily basis. As part of the observations the researcher will ask questions and seek 

clarification from individuals if appropriate on behaviours and actions noted as part of the data 

collection. 

 

Observation methods will be conducted prior to interviews as the rich data collected from the 

ethnographic research will help to inform the questioning for the subsequent interviews and will 

allow for further probing of issues identified from the observations. Observations will be noted 

against key themes relating to employee engagement and well-being that are pertinent to the 

research. An outline of these is included with the supporting documents for this submission. 

Actions, comments and behaviours attributable to individual staff members will be anonymised in 

any subsequent write-up of observations, but the researcher will, as mentioned elsewhere, keep a 

password-protected log that identifies the employee and their anonymised tag in order to aid 

analysis of the data. 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews – The researcher wants to explore employee engagement and well-

being from the employee’s perspective. Questions for the interview will focus on understanding 

the employees’ motivations, feelings, emotions and behaviour at work as well as their sense of 

well-being. These are areas that have been identified in the literature and by practitioners that are 

related to her research interests in pursuing a qualitative study. As already stated, employee 

engagement and well-being are usually defined from a managerial perspective, and as such, she 

does not wish to define the terms to employees in advance of any interview. This will allow her to 

explore related areas and then ask the employee what their understanding of the concepts is in 

order to gain a rich insight into how employees think and feel about their work and the 

organisation they work for as well as understanding why they behave as they do. An outline of 

interview topics and areas is included with the supporting documentation for this submission.  
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    Recruitment of Participants 

10.1 General Considerations 

 

The participant organisations were recruited to the research project via initial contact with the local 

branch of the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development. MCT and Westchester Fire and 

Rescue Service have agreed to participate in the research.  

 

10.2 The Research Population 

 

The research population is the employees of the Green Meadow Trust and the Westchester Fire 

and Rescue Service.  

 

At MCT, three homes have been specifically identified as being representative of the scope of 

work undertaken by the Trust (access to a fourth has been agreed in principle, but has yet to be 

identified) and these homes are allowing access. The population will be the staff working in the 

four care homes. The total population is approximately 80 staff, with a mixture of part-time and 

full-time workers. Two of the care homes employ more staff, so the aim would be to interview six 

or seven staff members from each of these homes and three or four from the other two.  

 

At the fire service the research population will be the whole time permanent (not retained, both 

part time and full time) fire-fighters at the two main fire stations. The total population of staff on 

permanent (not retained) contracts numbers approximately 45. The larger fire station is manned 

24 hours a day, seven days a week and there are four watches of full-time fire-fighters operating 

at this fire station. The other station employs 14 full-time fire-fighters on a day shift basis. Up to 20 

interviews will be conducted with fire service staff; three or four staff will be interviewed from each 

watch at the main fire station and six to eight from the day shift at the other. The researcher 

believes that this is a representative number of employees to interview. 

 

With regard to observational research, the participants will be those members of staff at work on 

the day that the researcher visits the organisation on the agreed dates. The intention is to capture 

a representative sample of staff working with GMT and the fire service. The nature of the shift 

patterns, agreed access dates and researcher availability means that staff observed may or may 

not be the same as those subsequently interviewed.  
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10.3 Sampling Strategy 

 

The researcher undertook purposive sampling with the help of an organisational gatekeeper(s) in 

both organisations in order to identify suitable workplaces to carry out ethnographic research. 

Within the Green Meadow Trust the managing director is the overall gatekeeper, but in each 

home the manager is also a gatekeeper to their home. Within the fire service the group manager 

is the gatekeeper but also the station commander of the two stations identified for the research. 

The gatekeepers will agree the days and access to conduct the ethnographic observational 

research. Thus, the staff observed may not be the same as those who subsequently agree to be 

interviewed. Following this, volunteers will be sought to participate in the interviews.  

 

Purposive sampling will be used to identify participants for interview. The researcher will distribute 

her letter of introduction/request to participate either directly to staff members or through the home 

managers/station commanders. The home managers/station managers will work with me to set up 

the interviews with their staff volunteers.  

 

 

10.4 Recruitment Strategy – Invitations to Potential Participants 

 

 

Agreement has already been given by the organisation to conduct ethnographic and interview 

research. In addition, she will send an email notification to the care home/fire station manager for 

dissemination to staff members informing them of the proposed dates of her visits and the right 

not to participate.  

 

The notification will contain:  

 

An introduction to the research, with both her practitioner and academic background. 

Brief background to the research in engagement and well-being. 

Potential gap in research that is being investigated. 

Detail about the proposed dates and timings of her visits.  

Emphasis on the voluntary nature of participation and the ability to withdraw.  

Confidentiality and anonymity. 
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Brief details of the University of Portsmouth Ethics Procedures.  

This notification is attached. 

 

For the interviews, as the researcher will be visiting the organisations for the ethnographic 

research, she will either approach staff directly and ask them if they are willing to be interviewed 

and then give them an information letter or she will ask the home managers/station managers to 

distribute the letters/email on her behalf.  

 

The letter will contain the following information:  

 

An introduction to the research, with both her practitioner and academic background. 

Brief background to the research in engagement and well-being. 

Potential gap in research that is being investigated. 

Detail about the interview.  

Emphasis on the voluntary nature of interview participation and the ability to withdraw.  

Confidentiality and anonymity. 

Brief details of the University of Portsmouth Ethics Procedures.  

A copy of the letter is attached.  

 

She will contact those who respond to arrange a suitable date and time for the interview.  

 

10.5 Obtaining Consent 

 

As mentioned elsewhere, the organisations have given consent for the researcher to conduct the 

research. Email correspondence is attached to confirm that permission has been granted by each 

organisation from the organisational gatekeeper with the authority to grant the researcher access. 

In addition, the individual home managers/station managers have confirmed verbally that they 

may attend and observe/conduct interviews.  

 

As already mentioned, whilst access has been granted by the organisation, the researcher will 

send an email/letter to be distributed to the staff in each fire station/care home advising them of 

the dates of proposed visits, the purpose of the research, how the data will be used and giving 
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them the opportunity not to participate/object to the researcher recording her observations when 

they are working. Staff will be asked to contact the researcher if they wish to withdraw from any 

observation research. The initial scoping meetings suggest that staff do not have any objections to 

being observed at work, however in the unlikely event that a staff member objects to the 

researcher’s presence she will arrange to visit on a day they are not on shift.  

 

With regard to the interviews, those members of staff who indicate they are willing to participate in 

the research project will be given a participant information sheet (attached). This will provide more 

information about the format of the interview, confidentiality, anonymity, data management, etc. 

This will give the potential participant an opportunity to reconsider their involvement with the 

research project.  

 

Then at the start of the interviews, the purpose of the research will be outlined as well as the 

purpose of the interview, what will be done with the information and how the digital recordings and 

transcripts will be stored and destroyed. The interviewees will be given the opportunity to withdraw 

and verbal consent to proceed will be sought. This verbal consent will be recorded and 

transcribed along with the content of the interview.  

 

10.6 Organisational Consent 

Organisational consent has been gained verbally. Email trails that indicate that the 

organisation/gatekeeper with authority to grant access has consented to the organisations’ 

participation are attached to this form. My supervisor (Dr Stephen Williams) can confirm that 

organisational permission has been granted.  

 

 Note: These permissions are not included in this redacted form.  

 

The two organisations have informed the researcher that there is no internal ethics approval 

process that has to be completed before interviews can begin.  

10.7 Participant Withdrawal 

 

With regard to the interviews, interviewees will be able to withdraw at any point prior, during or 

after interview (up until the commencement of data analysis – which is currently expected to begin 

by 1st July 2017). Interviewees will be made aware of this through the information sheet, the 

‘invitation to participate’ letter and at the start of the interview when they will be asked to confirm 

consent to proceed. 
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With regard to the ethnographic (observation) research, as already noted, staff who objected to 

being observed will have the opportunity to object prior to the observational research taking place. 

During the ethnographic research participants can ask for observations not to be recorded or 

withdraw (by not being in attendance when the researcher is present). Following the ethnographic 

research participants will have the ability to withdraw at any point up to the commencement of the 

data analysis.  

  

 

Research Data Management 

 

11.1 General 

 

A Data Management Plan is attached to this application.  

Sally Rumbles as the DBA research student is the data steward.  

11.2 Data Collection and Analysis 

 

Interview Data – During the interviews, data will be collected on a digital recorder. These 

interviews will be transcribed into word documents that will be stored on the University password-

protected network N drive. The transcripts of interviews will be kept securely by the researcher for 

a period not exceeding 10 years. 

 

Ethnographic Data – Records of observations and conversations will be handwritten in a notebook 

and then transcribed into a word document that will be managed in the same way as the interview 

data. The researcher’s notebook will be kept in a locked draw in the researcher’s office when not 

being used. 

 

A backup copy will also be held on an external hard drive and stored in the researcher’s home 

safe.  

 

Thematic content analysis will be applied to this interview and ethnographic material using the 

NVivo tool.  

 

11.3 Data Storage 
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The attached Data Management Plan highlights how data will be stored. In summary, the 

transcripts of the interviews and ethnographic observations will be stored on the University 

password-protected network N drive. A backup copy will be made on an external hard drive, which 

will be held in the researcher’s safe.  

 

The original interview recordings will be kept on the digital recorder until the interview has been 

transcribed. Until transcribed, the digital recorder will be kept in a locked draw in the researcher’s 

office. The digital recordings will be transferred to the researcher’s University N drive under a 

password-protected file. The researcher is planning to copy the recordings to the N drive within 72 

hours, so as to reduce the risk of the recorder being lost with a recording on.  

11.4 Destruction, Retention and Reuse of Data 

 

Transcripts of the interviews and ethnographic observations will be retained by the researcher for 

up to 10 years on the N drive.  

 

The data collected will be used for the DBA thesis. They may also be presented to others at 

academic conferences, in working papers or published in academic journals as well as for 

teaching and contribution to book chapters and practitioner publications. Anonymised data may be 

used in future research studies approved by an appropriate ethics committee. 

 

11.5 Personal Data – Confidentiality and Anonymization 

 

Data identifying individual employees will need to be kept for administrative purposes. This will be 

stored in a password-protected file on the University of Portsmouth N drive, separate from 

observational notes, interview recordings and transcripts.  

 

Transcripts of the ethnographic observations will also be stored on a password-protected file on the 

University N drive. 
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Interview recordings will be shared with a UoP-approved transcription service. If the transcription 

company requires files to be sent via email the files will be encrypted. 

 

When reporting the research, all names of people and the two organisations’ will be changed. 

Quotes from incidents observed or accounts of specific incidents will only be used if there is no 

reasonable chance that their use would lead to the identification of individuals. Information about the 

participating organisations will ensure that they cannot be identified in the thesis or any subsequent 

publication or presentation.  

 

Every effort will be made to ensure that the private room used for interviews ensures confidentiality 

of the conversation that is recorded. 

 

 

11.6 Organisational Data  

 

It is envisaged that organisational data collected during the primary research phase will relate to 

organisational policies and procedures in relation to employee engagement and well-being. The 

researcher will have access to secondary data from the recent staff survey at the Green Meadow 

Trust, which will be used to identify potential issues. 

 

If this information is provided and referred to in the thesis, the organisation’s confidentiality will be 

retained as the researcher intends to anonymise this.  

11.7 Security Sensitive Data  

N/A 

 

Risks 

12.1 Risks to Participants 

 

Participants will be observed in their normal place of work. As already stated, observational 

research will be limited to the observation of staff conducting their normal daily duties within the 

‘public’ areas/those freely accessible to all staff members and any authorised visitors. To clarify, 

this means communal living spaces within the care home environment and common rooms/work 

spaces at the fire service. Whilst the researcher will endeavour to ensure confidentiality there is a 
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risk that co-workers will not. However, as observations will only involve normal daily activities and 

interactions between staff and service users, what the researcher is observing is part of the normal 

work activities, and staff work and interact with each other as part of the daily routine. In addition, 

the researcher will not use any data gathered from observations that staff members object to being 

recorded, either at the time of noting them or subsequently at the employee’s request. This is 

explained to employees in the notification letters in the appendices. No additional risks have been 

identified by the researcher or the organisations.  

 

As mentioned in 6.2, interviews will be conducted in a private office/room at the employee’s place 

of work. The researcher will take appropriate action (closed door, do not disturb notices) to ensure 

that the interview conversations cannot be overheard or interrupted, thus ensuring privacy and 

confidentiality as far as is reasonably practicable in both organisations.  

 

There is a small risk that respondents in the one-to-one interview may become distressed, 

stressed, angry or suspicious as a result of the questioning. The researcher will fully brief the 

interviewee (including the nature of the research and how the data will be used) prior to 

commencing the interviews and will gain consent to proceed. It is not anticipated that the 

questioning will lead to the respondent becoming emotionally upset or angry, but if this does 

happen the researcher is an experienced HR manager who has considerable experience of 

dealing with situations where employees have got upset or angry. She will take appropriate action 

to empathise with the respondent, and if required, pause or discontinue the interview in these 

circumstances until the respondent is happy to continue.  

 

Both organisations have confirmed that they have no specific ethical procedures that the 

researcher should follow. GMT articulates this in their letter of authority and the fire service in an 

email to the researcher. Both of these are attached to the application in the appendices. 

 

12.2 Risks to Researchers 

 

Observations will take place in communal workspaces; both organisations will brief the researcher 

on any health and safety or other pertinent issues that she should be aware of on the day of 

observation. With specific reference to the GMT, the care home residents are adults with learning 

difficulties and in some cases physical disabilities. The researcher will follow the guidelines and 

instructions of staff as to any procedures and protocols required given at the health and safety 

briefing when she visits each site, to ensure that the researcher is not put in any danger. It should 

also be noted that the care homes identified do not have any residents who are deemed to be 

dangerous; however, as already mentioned, should a resident become distressed or angered by 

her presence she would be guided by the trained staff and her own sensibility and if required leave 

the premises. At the researcher’s scoping visits to the care homes no potential issue in this 

respect was identified. The researcher will also follow health and safety guidelines for each 
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organisation. 

 

Interviews will be conducted in a private room at both MCT and the fire service so that the 

interviewee can feel that they can speak freely and in confidence. As noted in 12.1, there is a 

small risk that interviewees may become distressed or angry. The researcher is experienced in 

handling difficult conversations through her current role as a lecturer and previous role as an HR 

manager. The researcher will ensure that she has easy access to the exit and in the unlikely event 

that she felt under threat she would be able to leave the room or call for assistance as the rooms 

will be private but not isolated from general workspaces. No other dangers have been identified by 

the researcher or the organisations. 

 

 

Publication Plans 

The data from the observations and interviews will be published anonymously within the DBA 

thesis and will contribute to subsequent journal articles, practitioner publications, book chapters, 

teaching materials and presentations to academic conferences.  
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Appendices  

 

 

Study Title:  

Document Date Version No. 

Application Form 19/1/17 2 

Participant Information Sheet(s) (list if necessary)  1 

Consent Form(s) (list if necessary)  1 

Invitation Letter  1 

Research Data Management Plan  1 

Supervisor Email Confirming Application  1 

Evidence from External Organisation Showing Support  1 

Interview Questions / Topic List   1 

Observational Data Collection Form   1 

Principal Investigator’s Response to the Ethics 

Committee  

 1 

Evidence that External Organisation Has No Ethical 

Procedures that the Researcher Must Follow 

 1 

Other – Please Describe    
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Declaration 

Declaration by Principal Investigator and, if necessary, the Supervisor 

 

1. The information in this form is accurate to the best of my/our knowledge and belief and I/we 

take full responsibility for it. 

2. I undertake to conduct the research in compliance with the University of Portsmouth Ethics 

Policy, UUK Concordat to Support Research Integrity, the UKRIO Code of Practice and any other 

guidance I/we have referred to in this application. 

3. If the research is given a favourable opinion I/we undertake to adhere to the study protocol, the 

terms of the full application as approved and any conditions set out by the Ethics Committee in 

giving its favourable opinion. 

4. I undertake to notify the Ethics Committee of substantial amendments to the protocol or the 

terms of the approved application, and to seek a favourable opinion before implementing the 

amendment. 

5. I undertake to submit annual progress reports (if the study is of more than a year’s duration) 

setting out the progress of the research, as required by the Ethics Committee. 

6. I undertake to inform the Ethics Committee when the study is complete and provide a 

declaration accordingly. 

7. I am aware of my responsibility to be up to date and comply with the requirements of the law 

and relevant guidelines relating to security and confidentiality of personal data, including the need 

to register, when necessary, with the appropriate Data Protection Officer. I/we understand that 

I/we am/are not permitted to disclose identifiable data to third parties unless the disclosure has the 

consent of the data subject. 

8. I undertake to comply with the University of Portsmouth Research Data Management Policy.  

9. I understand that research records/data may be subject to inspection by internal and external 

bodies for audit purposes if required. 

10. I understand that any personal data in this application will be held by the Ethics Committee, its 

administrator and its operational managers and that this will be managed according to the 

principles established in the Data Protection Act 1998. 

11. I understand that the information contained in this application, any supporting documentation 

and all correspondence with the Ethics Committee and its administrator relating to the application: 

Will be held by the Ethics Committee until at least three years after the end of the study; 

Will be subject to the provisions of the Freedom of Information Acts and may be disclosed in 

response to requests made under the Acts except where statutory exemptions apply; 
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May be sent by email or other electronic distribution to Ethics Committee members. 

Principal Investigator: Sally Rumbles              Date 13/12/16 

Supervisor: Dr Stephen Williams             Date 12/13/16 

 

Please print names and dates above and send this application as an attachment to an email using 

a University of Portsmouth email address. 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data management plan: 

 

Exploring Employee Engagement and Well-being from the Employee’s Perspective 

 

Principal investigator: Sally Rumbles 

 

Study objective: To explore the concepts of employee engagement and well-being 

from the employee’s perspective 

 

Data types, formats and capture methods 
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The following types of data will be generated or used in this project: 

 

1. Audio recordings of interviews 

a. Captured via digital Dictaphones 

b. Saved in MP3/wav format 

 

2. Transcripts of interviews 

a. Produced by UoP-approved transcription service 

b. Saved in word format 

 

3. Signed consent forms from interviewees  

a. Collected at beginning of interview 

b. Stored in hard copy 

 

4. Details of respondents – Information relating to and identifying individual 

participants either through observation or interview or both will be known only to the 

researcher and will be anonymised in the thesis and subsequent reports. Employees 

will be given anonymised tags such as care worker 1 and any information identifying 

the actual employee will be transcribed into a word document that will be stored in a 

password-protected file on the university N drive to which only the researcher will 

have access. 

 

5. Supporting documentation from the organisations researched 

a. Collected during visits to the organisation where available/appropriate 

b. Stored in hard copy 

 

6. Handwritten/electronic notes of conversations and observations following the 

ethnographic research  

a. Notes taken following observations and conversations within the workplace 

b. Electronic versions saved as word files 
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Storage of active data 

 

Interview recordings will be transferred from Dictaphones to a password-protected 

file on the University N drive at the earliest opportunity after the interview. 

Transcripts and electronic copies of notes from observational research will be stored 

in the same password-protected file on the N drive. 

Names and details of interviewees will be stored in a separate password-protected 

folder on the N drive. 

Hard copies of documents, consent forms, transcripts and interview notes will be 

stored in a lockable cabinet in a lockable office. 

 

 

Sharing 

 

Interview recordings will be shared with a transcription service. The transcription 

service will be chosen from the University’s approved providers. If files are sent by 

email they will be encrypted. 

Given the undertaking to preserve the anonymity of participants, there are no plans 

to make the observational and interview data directly available to others beyond the 

PhD supervision team should they request to view the data.  

 

Dissemination 

Findings will be disseminated in the PhD thesis, journal articles and a policy-focused 

summary report to the two organisations. Reports and articles based on the data will 

anonymise all individuals, organisations and locations. 

 

Preservation of data 

 

All data will be retained for 10 years, with the exception of consent forms, which will 

be retained until the DBA has been completed. Hard copies of interview 
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transcripts/notes will be destroyed at the end of the project and only electronic 

copies retained. 

 

Storage of archived data 

Archived data will be stored in the same manner as active data – electronic files in 

password-protected folders on the N drive and physical documents in lockable 

cabinets within lockable offices.  

Responsibilities 

 

The principal investigator (Sally Rumbles) will have overall responsibility for the 

implementation of the data management plan.  

 

 

Notification to be emailed to inform staff of my conducting observational research. 
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Observational Data Collection Notification 

 

 

Dear Employee 

I am Sally Rumbles and I am studying for my professional doctorate at the University of Portsmouth, 

where I am also employed as a lecturer. I have worked at the University for over 15 years, teaching, 

lecturing and conducting academic research. 

I am interested in understanding what motivates employees at work and my current research is 

focused on exploring how employees see their work and in particular their understanding of employee 

engagement and well-being. There has been a wealth of academic research and practitioner literature 

in this area but this has been mainly focused on managerial perspectives or measuring the concepts 

through such things as staff surveys rather than understanding why employees respond in the way 

that they do. 

The aim of this study is to gain a better understanding of employee engagement and well-being from 

the employee’s perspective, so I want to hear and observe first-hand from people, like you, about your 

attitudes and feelings towards your job and organisation. I will be visiting your workplace to observe 

the daily activities and interactions and will also be seeking volunteers who are willing to be 

interviewed to better understand your attitudes and behaviour at work.  

Your organisation has kindly agreed to give me access to observe you as employees in your normal 

working surroundings. As part of the research, I shall be making notes about my observations that 

may subsequently be written up as part of my doctoral thesis. In addition, my proposed study has 

been reviewed by the University of Portsmouth Ethics Committee and the research will be conducted 

in accordance with the University’s ethical procedures.  

The data collected will be used as part of my doctoral thesis as well as contributing to academic 

journal articles and books. A report of my key findings will also be given to your senior management. 

All data collected will be kept confidential by the researcher and anonymised. No comments or 

observations that could identify an individual will be used in the research.  

Whilst your organisation has kindly given me access to conduct my research, your participation is 

entirely voluntary. I am therefore giving you advanced notification of the dates I plan to visit below in 

order to give you an opportunity to not participate in the research. 

I shall be visiting on the following dates. (Give dates) ……………………….. 

If you do not wish to participate then you need to email me at Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk by (give a 

date) so that I can rearrange the visit on a day you are not in work. If you do not contact me then it will 

be assumed that you have given your consent for me to record my observations. In addition, should I 

observe an activity or an interaction you would prefer me not to record, you can ask me not to record 

this on the day of my visit or in a subsequent email and data will not be used.  

If you have any questions or want any further information regarding my research please feel free to 

contact me at Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk or on 02392 844730. Thank you for your cooperation and 

participation.  

Interview Participation Letter 

mailto:Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk
mailto:Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk


295 
 

 

Study Title: Exploring Employee Engagement and Well-being from the Employees’ Perspective 

 

Dear Potential Participant 

I am Sally Rumbles and I am studying for my professional doctorate at the University of Portsmouth, 

where I am also employed as a lecturer. I have worked at the University for over 15 years, teaching, 

lecturing and conducting academic research.  

I am interested in understanding what motivates employees at work and my current research is 

focused on exploring how employees see their work and in particular their understanding of employee 

engagement and well-being. There has been a wealth of academic research and practitioner literature 

in this area but this has been mainly focused on managerial perspectives or measuring the concepts 

through such things as staff surveys rather than understanding why employees respond in the way 

that they do. The aim of the study is to gain a better understanding of employee engagement and 

well-being from the employee’s perspective, so I want to hear first-hand from people, like you, about 

your attitudes and feelings towards your job and organisation.  

Your organisation has kindly agreed that I may conduct interviews within the organisation. I have 

been given permission to approach you to see if you would be willing to participate in my research 

study as an interviewee. Participation in this study is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw 

from the research process at any point before I begin data analysis (current plan is 1st July 2017). If 

you agree to be interviewed I will ask you to give your written consent at the start of the interview. The 

interviews will be conducted in a private room at your place of work and I anticipate that interviews will 

last between 45 and 60 minutes. I will be recording our discussion on a digital recorder. The 

transcribed interview will be stored securely online on the University of Portsmouth server. The 

transcribed interview will be password protected.  

My research will be conducted within the Ethical Policy of the University of Portsmouth. I will ensure 

organisational confidentiality and individual anonymity. The results of my research will be published in 

my doctoral thesis and potentially a number of journal articles and book chapters, as well as a short 

report with recommendations to the organisation. From a practitioner perspective, I believe my 

research will identify further guidance for managers and organisations. 

Thank you for taking the time to read this letter. If you are willing to participate or have any further 

questions please speak to me in person or either give me a ring on 02392 844730 or send me an 

email to Sally.Rumble@port.ac.uk so that I can arrange a mutually convenient time and date for the 

interview to take place.  

Kind regards 

Sally Rumbles 

mailto:Sally.Rumble@port.ac.uk
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

Title of Project: Exploring Employee Engagement and Well-being from the Employees’ Perspective 

Name and Contact Details of Researcher(s): Sally Rumbles, 02392 844730, 

Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk 

Name and Contact Details of Supervisor: Dr Stephen Williams, Stephen.Williams@port.ac.uk 

University of Portsmouth Ethics Committee Reference Number: E425 

Invitation 

I would like to invite you to take part in my research study. Joining the study is entirely up to you. 

Before you decide I would like you to understand why the research is being done and what it would 

involve for you. I will go through this information sheet with you, to help you decide whether or not you 

would like to take part and answer any questions you may have. I would suggest this should take 

about five minutes. Please feel free to talk to others about the study if you wish. Do ask if anything is 

unclear. 

 

Study Summary 

The aim of the study is to gain a better understanding of employee engagement and well-being from 

the employee’s perspective. I am seeking participants who are willing to be interviewed about their 

attitudes to, and motivation for, work. Participation in the research would require you to attend an 

interview at your place of work (in a private room) and would take approximately one hour of your 

time.  

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

This primary research is being conducted for me to fulfil the requirements of my PhD research 

degree.  

 

Why have I been invited? 

Your organisation has kindly given me permission to come into the organisation as an observer and to 

conduct interviews. They have agreed that I may approach you to see if you would be willing to 

participate in my research study as an interviewee. 

 

Do I have to take part?  

No, taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. It is up to you to decide if you want to volunteer 

for the study. I will describe the study in this information sheet and at the start of the interview, and if 

you agree to take part, I will ask you to confirm that before I begin the interview. Your consent will be 

part of the transcription of the interview.  

 

What will happen to me if I take part? 
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If you agree to participate, I will need approximately one hour of your time in which I will ask a number 

of questions about employee engagement and well-being. I will record the interview on a digital 

recorder. The interview will be transcribed and kept on a password-protected file on the University of 

Portsmouth server and I will hold a backup on my external hard drive. I will be consolidating your and 

other participants’ answers in my thesis, and if I quote from your interview, you will be referred to as 

interviewee A, B, C (or whatever letter you are allocated). People will not be able to identify you from 

the quotes.  

 

Anything else I will have to do?  

No. 

 

What data will be collected and/or measurements taken?  

The data collected will be in the form of the information you provide in answering my questions. This 

will form the qualitative data that I will analyse to identify findings and reach my conclusions.  

 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 

I will anonymise both the organisation and the individual participants. The raw data, which identify 

you, will be kept securely by the researcher and/or their supervisor. Secure storage arrangements are 

provided by the transcriptions being stored on the University N drive, which is password protected. A 

backup will be held on my external hard drive and this is also password protected.  

The interview data, when made anonymous, will be used within my PhD. They may also be presented 

to others at academic conferences or published in academic journals or books. Anonymous data, 

which do not identify you, may be used in future research studies approved by an appropriate 

research ethics committee. 

The raw data, which would identify you, will not be passed to anyone outside the study team without 

your express written permission. The raw data will be retained for up to 10 years. When it is no longer 

required, the data will be disposed of securely (e.g. electronic media and paper records/images).  

What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?  

As a volunteer you can stop the interview at any time, or withdraw from the study at any time before, 

without giving a reason if you do not wish to. If you do withdraw from a study after some data have 

been collected you will be asked if you are content for the data collected thus far to be retained and 

included in the study. If you prefer, the data collected can be destroyed and not included in the study. 

Once the research has been completed, and the data analysis begun, which will be on 1st July 2017, it 

will not be possible for you to withdraw your data from the study. 

What if there is a problem? 

If you have a query, concern or complaint about any aspect of this study, in the first instance you 

should contact the researcher at Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk. As the researcher is a student, there will 

also be an academic member of staff listed as the supervisor whom you can contact. The supervisor 

of this project is Dr Stephen Williams: Stephen.Williams@port.ac.uk. If there is a complaint, please 

contact the supervisor with details.  

mailto:Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk
mailto:Stephen.Williams@port.ac.uk
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If your concern or complaint is not resolved by the researcher or their supervisor, you should contact 

the Head of Department, Mr Gary Rees, OSHRM Department, 02392844221, gary.rees@port.ac.uk. 

If the complaint remains unresolved, please contact: The University Complaints Officer, 023 9284 

3642, complaintsadvice@port.ac.uk. 

Who is funding the research?  

This research is being funded by me, the student. None of the researchers or study staff will receive 

any financial reward by conducting this study, other than their normal salary/bursary as an 

employee/student of the University. 

Who has reviewed the study? 

Research involving human participants is reviewed by an ethics committee to ensure that the dignity 

and well-being of participants are respected. This study has been reviewed by the Portsmouth 

Business School Ethics Committee and been given a favourable ethical opinion. 

Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet and for considering volunteering for this 

research. If you are happy to proceed, please sign the consent form.

mailto:complaintsadvice@port.ac.uk
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CONSENT FORM 

Title of Project: Exploring Employee Engagement and Well-being from the Employees’ Perspective 

Name and Contact Details of Researcher(s): Sally Rumbles, 02392 844730, 

Sally.Rumbles@port.ac.uk 

Ethics committee reference number: E425 

 Please 

initial 

I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet dated................... for the above 

study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information and ask questions and have had 

these answered satisfactorily. 

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time up to 

the point that the data are analysed, which is anticipated to commence by 1st July 2017, 

without giving any reason. 

 

I understand that the results of this study will be published in the researcher’s doctoral thesis, 

as well as in academic and practitioner journals and in book chapters. In addition, they may be 

published and/or presented at meetings or academic conferences. I give my permission for my 

anonymous data, which do not identify me, to be disseminated in this way. 

 

 

I agree to the data I contribute being retained for any future research that has been approved 

by a research ethics committee. 

 

I consent for my interview to be audio-recorded. The recording will be transcribed and analysed 

for the purposes of the research. All audio files and transcripts will be stored securely and 

destroyed after 10 years. 

 

 

I consent to verbatim quotes being used in publications providing that information that would 

reveal my identity is removed. I understand that there is still a risk I could be identified. 

 

I agree to take part in the above study.  

Name of Participant:     Date:  Signature: 

Name of Person Taking Consent:    Date:  Signature: 

 

Note: When completed, one copy to be given to the participant, one copy to be retained in the study 

file. 
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Areas to be explored in the interviews 

 

Describing a good/bad day at work and what factors, such as manager/co-worker, contribute 

to this perception 

Their feelings on a good/bad day and why they feel this 

The main sources of satisfaction/dissatisfaction in their job 

Relationships with other workers/managers 

Whether they feel valued/appreciated by the organisation/manager/colleagues and how this 

is shown 

How they would define the concept of employee engagement and whether it is the same as, 

or different to, other related concepts such as job satisfaction/motivation 

Explore whether they see themselves as engaged; if so/not, why/why not? 

Explore a time when they felt they were engaged/disengaged at work, and what and who 

contributed 

What are they engaged with, is it the organisation/co-workers/job 

What the main stressors in work/outside work are, how this is linked to their sense of well-

being 

Whether they think that the organisation cares about them and their well-being and what 

actions are taken to demonstrate this 

Whether they are happy in their work and like their job and whether this is important to them 

and the organisation 

Whether they have a good work-life balance and why 

How they would define happiness and well-being and whether they are the same or different 

What are the main contributors to their personal sense of well-being? 
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Observational data collection – outline themes to include 

 

Feelings around happiness/satisfaction related to work as well as from outside influences 

Feelings of unhappiness/dissatisfaction related to work as well as from outside influences 

Emotional reactions to situations and events, both positive and negative 

Examples of feeling valued/recognised by colleagues and management 

Relationships with other colleagues/management/service users/others, both positive and 

negative 

Examples of behaviour related to being engaged/disengaged 

Feelings related to expectations such as disappointment 

Feelings and behaviours around well-being including feeling supported/cared about and 

trusted by the organisation/colleagues/service users 

Behaviours related to having flexibility/decision-making ability/being trusted/caring 
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Portsmouth Business School 

  University of Portsmouth 

Richmond Building 

     Portland Street 

  Portsmouth  

                  United Kingdom 

 PO1 3DE 

 

    T: +44 (0)23 9284 8484 

   W: www.port.ac.uk/pbs 

 

03 February 2017 

 

Sally Rumbles 

DBA Student 

Senior Lecturer OS&HRM 

Portsmouth Business School 

 

Dear Sally 

 

Study Title: Exploring Employee Engagement and Well-being from the 

Employees’ Perspective 
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Thank you for submitting your substantial amendment document for ethical review. The 

Ethics Committee was content to grant a favourable ethical opinion of the above research on 

the basis described in the application form, protocol and supporting documentation, revised 

in the light of any conditions set, subject to the general conditions set out in the attached 

document, and with the following stipulation: 

The favourable opinion of the EC does not grant permission or approval to undertake the 

research. Management permission or approval must be obtained from any host organisation, 

including the University of Portsmouth, prior to the start of the study.  

 

Summary of any ethical considerations: 

- 

Documents reviewed 

The documents reviewed by Dechuan Li [LCM] + PBS Ethics Committee 

 

Document   Version   Date   

Ethics application form  V1 13 Dec 16 

Participant Information Sheet V1 13 Dec 16 

Consent form V1 13 Dec 16 

Invitation letter V1 13 Dec 16 

Research Data Management Plan V1 13 Dec 16 

Supervisor email confirming application V1 13 Dec 16 

Evidence from external organisation showing support V1 13 Dec 16 

Interview questions/topic list V1 13 Dec 16 

Observational Data Collection Form V1 13 Dec 16 

Ethics Committee reference: E425 
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Principal Investigator’s response to the Ethics Committee V1 13 Dec 16 

Ethics application form V2 20 Jan 17 

Ethics application form V3 23 Jan 17 

 

 

Statement of compliance  

The Committee is constituted in accordance with the Governance Arrangements set out by 

the University of Portsmouth. 

 

After ethical review 

 

Reporting and other requirements 

The attached document acts as a reminder that research should be conducted with integrity 

and gives detailed guidance on reporting requirements for studies with a favourable opinion, 

including: 

Notifying substantial amendments 

Notification of serious breaches of the protocol 

Progress reports 

Notifying the end of the study 

 

Feedback 

 

You are invited to give your view of the service that you have received from the Faculty 

Ethics Committee. If you wish to make your views known please contact the administrator, 

Sharman Rogers. 
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Please quote this number on all correspondence:  E425 

 

 

Yours sincerely and wishing you every success in your research 

 

 

Chair  

Email:  

 

Enclosures: 

 

“After ethical review – guidance for researchers” 

Copy to: Dr Stephen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Williams 

Appendix 1 

 

After ethical review – guidance for researchers 
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This document sets out important guidance for researchers with a favourable opinion from a 

University of Portsmouth Ethics Committee. Please read the guidance carefully. A failure to 

follow the guidance could lead to the committee reviewing and possibly revoking its opinion 

on the research.  

 

It is assumed that the research will commence within 3 months of the date of the favourable 

ethical opinion or the start date stated in the application, whichever is the latest. 

 

The research must not commence until the researcher has obtained any necessary 

management permissions or approvals – this is particularly pertinent in cases of research 

hosted by external organisations. The appropriate head of department should be aware of a 

member of staff’s research plans.   

 

If it is proposed to extend the duration of the study beyond that stated in the application, the 

Ethics Committee must be informed. 

 

If the research extends beyond a year then an annual progress report must be submitted to 

the Ethics Committee. 

 

When the study has been completed the Ethics Committee must be notified. 

 

Any proposed substantial amendments must be submitted to the Ethics Committee for 

review. A substantial amendment is any amendment to the terms of the application for 

ethical review, or to the protocol or other supporting documentation approved by the 

Committee that is likely to affect to a significant degree:  

(a) The safety or physical or mental integrity of participants  

(b) The scientific value of the study 

(c) The conduct or management of the study. 
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A substantial amendment should not be implemented until a favourable ethical opinion has 

been given by the Committee. 

 

Researchers are reminded of the University’s commitments as stated in the Concordat to 

Support Research Integrity viz: 

 

maintaining the highest standards of rigour and integrity in all aspects of research 

ensuring that research is conducted according to appropriate ethical, legal and professional 

frameworks, obligations and standards 

supporting a research environment that is underpinned by a culture of integrity and based on 

good governance, best practice and support for the development of researchers 

using transparent, robust and fair processes to deal with allegations of research misconduct 

should they arise. 

working together to strengthen the integrity of research and reviewing progress regularly and 

openly 

In ensuring that it meets these commitments the University has adopted the UKRIO Code of 

Practice for Research. Any breach of this code may be considered as misconduct and may 

be investigated following the University Procedure for the Investigation of Allegations of 

Misconduct in Research. 

Researchers are advised to use the UKRIO checklist as a simple guide to integrity. 

 

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2012/TheConcordatToSupportResearchIntegrity.pdf
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2012/TheConcordatToSupportResearchIntegrity.pdf
http://www.ukrio.org/publications/code-of-practice-for-research/
http://www.ukrio.org/publications/code-of-practice-for-research/
http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,180225,en.pdf
http://www.port.ac.uk/accesstoinformation/policies/researchandknowledgetransferservices/filetodownload,180225,en.pdf
http://www.ukrio.org/wp-content/uploads/UKRIO-Recommended-Checklist-for-Researchers.pdf
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FORM UPR16 
Research Ethics Review Checklist 

Please include this completed form as an appendix to your thesis (see the 
Research Degrees Operational Handbook for more information 

 

Postgraduate Research Student (PGRS) Information Student ID: 
 

UP260351  

PGRS Name: 
 

Sally Diana Rumbles  

Department: 
 

OSP  First Supervisor: 
 

Dr Stephen Williams  

Start Date: 
(or progression date for Prof Doc students) 

 

15th September 2014  

Study Mode and Route: Part-time 

Full-time 

MPhil 

PhD 

MD 

Professional Doctorate        x 

 

Title of Thesis: 
 

Reengaging with Engagement: A Reinterpretation of Kahn’s Theory of Personal 
Engagement in a Care Home Setting 

Thesis Word Count: 
(excluding ancillary data) 

 

52302  

 

 

UKRIO Finished Research Checklist: 
(If you would like to know more about the checklist, please see your Faculty or Departmental Ethics Committee rep or see the online 
version of the full checklist at: http://www.ukrio.org/what-we-do/code-of-practice-for-research/) 

a) Have all of your research and findings been reported accurately, honestly and 
within a reasonable time frame? 

YES   

 

b) Have all contributions to knowledge been acknowledged? YES 

c) Have you complied with all agreements relating to intellectual property, publication 
and authorship? 

YES  

d) Has your research data been retained in a secure and accessible form and will it 
remain so for the required duration? 

YES  

e) Does your research comply with all legal, ethical, and contractual requirements? YES  

 

Candidate Statement: 

I have considered the ethical dimensions of the above named research project, and have successfully 
obtained the necessary ethical approval(s) 

Ethical review number(s) from Faculty Ethics Committee (or from 
NRES/SCREC): 

 

E425  

If you have not submitted your work for ethical review, and/or you have answered ‘No’ to one or more of 
questions a) to e), please explain below why this is so: 

 

 

Signed (PGRS): 
 

Sally  DianaRumbles  

Date: 2nd November 2022 

 

UPR16 – April 2018 

If you are unsure about any of the following, please contact the local representative on your Faculty Ethics Committee 
for advice. Please note that it is your responsibility to follow the University’s Ethics Policy and any relevant University, 
academic or professional guidelines in the conduct of your study 

Although the Ethics Committee may have given your study a favourable opinion, the final responsibility for the ethical 
conduct of this work lies with the researcher(s). 

 


