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Abstract 

This thesis explores the individual engagement experience at work, what influences this 

experience and how employees at different career stages experience engagement. This research 

draws on theories of personal engagement, career stages and structured antagonism. The aim is 

to expand our understanding of how engagement is experienced and influenced in order to build 

a conceptual model of the individual engagement experience. The research comprises an in-

depth case study within a Dutch hospital consisting of thirty in-depth interviews with nurses, 

supported by four weeks of observations, and an analysis of organisational documents. Based 

on the findings, a conceptual model was developed capturing the complexity of engagement 

and acknowledging its fluctuating and contextual nature. The research shows that the individual 

engagement experience consists of three layers: job; departmental, and organisational 

engagement. These three layers are influenced by four different resources and hindrances: task; 

personal; relational, and organisational. This model is applied to four different career stages: 

exploratory; early advancement, late advancement, and maintenance career stage. The 

application of the model to the different career stages indicates that individuals within different 

career stages experience engagement differently, influenced by different resources and 

hindrances. For employees in the early career stages, the engagement experience is affected by 

job related influences as well as career progression and self-development. Whereas in the later 

career stages, mentoring as well as outside work life influences affect the engagement 

experience. I incorporate structured antagonism theory which recognises unequal power 

relationships and unaligned interests between employee and employer. In incorporating this 

stance, I discuss how power influences the employee’s engagement experience. Within the 

engagement experience, I identify how employees have the need to receive engagement from 

the management of their organisation, in a way that makes the employees feel incorporated, 

valued and seen. If this engagement is not reciprocated, this can result in a negative effect on 

the engagement experience as well as different hindrances such as increased work pressure or 

intensified hindrances relating to organisational processes.  

Keywords: employee engagement, personal engagement, healthcare industry, Netherlands, 

career stages, power, management engagement reciprocity 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Engagement is a term which is extensively researched within the human resource development 

and organisational psychology literature (Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher et al., 2020; Valentin, 

2014). The engagement literature recognises three main different conceptual approaches: work 

engagement, employee engagement and personal engagement (Purcell, 2014). The research 

within this thesis takes the perspective of personal engagement theory (Kahn, 1990). This 

approach is used to research engagement from the bottom up, in other words, the engagement 

experience from the individual perspective. The aim of this research is to explore how 

engagement is experienced and what influences this experience at an individual level. My 

contribution will be two-fold. First, my research will deepen the theory of engagement by 

providing an in-depth, critical view of how individuals experience engagement in a healthcare 

context. With achieving this view, the complexity of the engagement experience can be better 

understood and managed. Second, my research will expand the theory of personal engagement 

by exploring the fluctuating character of personal engagement through identifying the 

engagement experience within different career stages. By investigating the different 

engagement experiences within different career stages, the static view of engagement, as 

proposed by the work engagement literature (e.g., Schaufeli et al., 2002), will be challenged.  

1.1 Engagement from the individual perspective 
 

Within the engagement literature, the most popular conceptualisation is work engagement, a 

top-down approach which accounts for 86% of the engagement literature available (Bailey et 

al., 2017; Saks, 2019). The reason for this drift towards work engagement, could be that work 

engagement is simplified, operable and easily measurable through quantitative scales, but 

whether it is a reflection of reality is questionable (Bailey et al., 2017; Purcell, 2014; Truss, 

2014; Valentin, 2014). 
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Personal engagement is the founding concept of engagement, on which all the theories 

regarding engagement at work are build (Kahn, 1990). Research using the personal engagement 

conceptualisation is rare (Bailey et al., 2017). There are only a few empirical articles using this 

conceptualisation while different scholars mention the importance and significance of Kahn’s 

(1990) theory of personal engagement (Bailey et al., 2017; Cole et al., 2012; Truss, 2014). There 

has been acknowledgement that engagement is under-theorised and theory development is 

needed, especially from a bottom-up perspective (Bakker & Albrecht, 2018; Bakker et al., 

2011).  

Personal engagement is a “qualitative, behavioural and transitory experience that follows the 

ebbs and flows of daily activities” (Bailey et al., 2017:35). The personal engagement 

conceptualisation allows a bottom-up approach with attention to the individual as a whole, in 

relation to their engagement perceptions (Kahn 1990; Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). The personal 

engagement experience is shaped by its influences (Kahn, 1990). Hence, in exploring the 

personal engagement experience, researching influences of engagement is crucial because they 

tell us more about the development of the construct and how personal engagement works 

(Bailey et al., 2015). Furthermore, identifying influences of personal engagement deepens the 

theory of personal engagement in the sense that these influences illustrate the context and 

dynamics of personal engagement. Additionally, investigating influences of personal 

engagement enables practical implications in how to improve the personal engagement 

experience for employees.  

The majority of the academic research on engagement adopts a unitarist view. This unitarist 

view assumes an alignment of interests between employee and employer as well as a balanced 

power division (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Delbridge & Keenoy, 2010). However, academics 

have argued that this is not a reflection of the actual situation within organisations (e.g., 

Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Guest, 2014). For example, organisations have the power to 
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impose policy, reorganise, lay off staff and decide on investments. Whereas employees do not 

have those powers and might have different interests, for example, extra staff to lighten the 

workload, different investments or continuation of contracts. By incorporating the notion of 

power and its influence on the engagement experience, my research will offer a more complete 

and contextual image of the engagement experience. 

1.2 Engagement and career stages 
 

While the majority of the engagement literature assumes a static engagement experience, 

personal engagement acknowledges the fluctuating nature of an employee’s engagement 

experience (Fletcher, 2017; Kahn, 1990). However, even the personal engagement scholars 

assume that influences on engagement are uniform and consistent throughout an employee’s 

whole career (e.g., May et al., 2002; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011; Rich et al., 2010). However, 

a large body of literature on career stage theory has identified different experiences, motivations 

and behaviour within different career stages (e.g., Conway, 2004; Cron & Slocum, 1986; 

Mackay, 2018; Super, 1957;1980). Therefore, it would be plausible that the engagement 

experience is also different within different career stages, especially due to the fluctuating 

nature of engagement (Kahn, 1990). Therefore, this thesis will challenge the current static view 

on engagement and explore the engagement experience within different career stages.  

In exploring the engagement experience within different career stages, Super’s (1957; 1980) 

theory of career stages is adopted. This theory acknowledges three stages within a working 

career: exploratory stage, advancement stage and maintenance stage. This categorisation of 

career stages will be applied to this research.  

In challenging the general assumption of a static engagement experience throughout a career, I 

contribute to the engagement literature by exploring different experiences within different 

career stages. In doing so, I will identify differences in experience within career stages as well 
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as different influences affecting this engagement experience. This will advance personal 

engagement theory as the current literature has not explored differences in engagement within 

different career stages. Furthermore, this will offer practical implications in managing the 

engagement experience within different career stages.  

1.3 Research aims and questions 
 

The aim of this research is to explore the individual engagement experience. This research 

focuses on how engagement is experienced and what influences this experience at an individual 

level. The following exploratory research questions are formulated: 

1. How does an individual experience engagement at work? 

2. What factors influence the experience engagement at work, for an individual?  

3.  How does career stage influence the individual engagement experience at work? 

With these research questions, this research aims to fill the gap of engagement research from 

the individual viewpoint, bottom-up. Furthermore, the research aims to build on personal 

engagement theory. Through in-depth qualitative research, the experience of engagement will 

be explored as well as influences which affect this experience. As a result of this in-depth 

research method, the complexity of engagement at work will be evaluated and fathomed. These 

findings will contribute, clarify and expand personal engagement theory. This stands in contrast 

to other engagement research which aims for linear relations between antecedents and outcomes 

without external or contextual influences (Fletcher et al., 2020).   

This research draws on data from an in-depth case study of a hospital group in the east of the 

Netherlands. It involves thirty in-depth interviews with nurses amongst all career stages. These 

interviews will be supported by four weeks of observations and a review of organisational 

documents.  
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Within this case I take a subjective, social constructivist and interpretivist perspective which 

allows me to exploratory investigate the employee’s individual experience of engagement. This 

perspective will allow me to consider the social constructs of the participant’s environment, 

which is a crucial part of the engagement experience however often disregarded or ignored 

(Fletcher, 2020; Kahn, 1990).   

Additionally, structured antagonism will be used as a complementary lens through which the 

findings within this research are viewed and analysed. Structured antagonism acknowledges 

that there is a mutual dependency between organisation and employee but that this relation is 

characterised by conflicting goals and interest as well as being based on an unequal power 

relationship (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Edwards, 1986). This lens will offer a more critical 

view of the power relations within the collected findings of this research. Additionally, 

structured antagonism will provide a deeper insight into the engagement experience, by 

including important external factors such as power balance within the experience of 

engagement at work. Including this stance will deepen the personal engagement theory as power 

is not a factor which is included in the current engagement literature.  

This study responds to calls for more critical (Fletcher et al., 2020), qualitative research on 

engagement in the workplace (Bailey et al., 2017; Kunte & Rungruang, 2018) and 

acknowledgement of demographics such as age within engagement research (Bakker & 

Albrecht, 2018) Furthermore, most of the research on engagement within healthcare is 

practitioner based which has led to a focus on managerial issues instead of theory development 

(Bailey et al., 2015; Fletcher et al., 2020). This gap in healthcare research is something which 

is also acknowledged in the editorial of one of the world leading journals on nursing research, 

the Journal of Advanced Nursing. In a recent editorial they encourage the use of in-depth 

qualitative research to gather richer data (Sasso et al., 2019). Furthermore, due to the lack of in-

depth, exploratory and qualitative engagement research, an interpretivist ontology can help to 
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interpret power dynamics within an organisation and challenge the unitarist view of most 

engagement research currently available (Bailey et al., 2017; Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013). 

This research aims to make both theoretical and practical contributions. First, the theoretical 

contributions are to expand and deepen personal engagement theory by adopting a critical 

approach and incorporating the concept of power. Furthermore, I will visualise the experience 

of engagement within a new conceptual model. Through this visualisation, the experience of 

engagement can be better understood, broken down and explored. Furthermore, this research 

aims to challenge the theoretical view of engagement as a static experience by exploring the 

engagement experience and its influences within different career stages.  

Second, in terms of practical implications, this research aims to help visualise the complexity 

of the engagement experience within this new conceptual model. Through this visualisation the 

experience can be better understood and therefore managed more efficiently. Furthermore, by 

exploring the engagement experience of different career stages, the different needs, influences 

and experiences per career stage will be identified. As a result, this will offer specific 

implications which managers can use and operationalise when managing engagement.  

1.4 Thesis structure 
 

After this introduction, this thesis will start with a critical review of the literature. This review 

consists out of three chapters. The first literature review chapter, chapter two, will introduce the 

concept of engagement at work and its different conceptualisations. The second literature 

review chapter, chapter three, will review the influences on the experience of personal 

engagement as signalled in the literature. The last literature review chapter, chapter four, 

focuses its examination on the concept of engagement in the context of this research, the 

healthcare sector. The fifth chapter will provide an overview of the methodology executed 

within this research project. Reflexivity, methods, data analysis and research context will be 
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discussed. This thesis will continue with a presentation of the findings in two chapters: chapter 

six and seven. Chapter six will introduce the conceptual model of the individual engagement 

experience. Chapter seven will present the findings of different career stages using the 

conceptual model introduced in chapter six. The discussion section of this thesis consists of two 

chapters. Chapter eight will discuss the new conceptual model and will analyse the findings in 

the light of existing literature. Chapter nine will discuss the model in relation to the four 

different career stages as presented in the findings. This thesis will close with a conclusion 

which presents an overview of the answered research questions, limitations and contributions 

to theory and practice. The references and appendices can be found at the end of this thesis. The 

structure of this thesis and the function of the different chapters is visualised in figure 1 below.  

 

Figure 1: Structure of thesis and functions of the chapters 
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Chapter 2: What is engagement? 

Engagement at work is a concept which has been widely researched within both the psychology 

and human resource development literature (Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher et al., 2020; Valentin, 

2014). However, the meaning of employee engagement is disputed (Saks & Gruman, 2020). 

Within engagement literature, there are three main approaches which are being used to 

empirically test engagement: personal engagement; work engagement, and employee 

engagement (Bailey et al., 2017; Purcell, 2014; Fletcher et al., 2020).  

This chapter critically reviews these three main approaches to engagement as well as build a 

case towards building on the personal engagement theory within this research (Kahn, 1990). 

Personal engagement, being the founding concept of engagement, captures the full engagement 

experience within a qualitative vision which allows us to comprehend the complex and 

fluctuating nature of engagement at work (Bailey et al., 2017). While work engagement is the 

most adopted concept of engagement, this approach is a too narrow, simplistic and unrealistic 

adaptation of engagement (Bailey et al., 2017; Guest, 2014; Purcell, 2015). Namely, work 

engagement assumes a simplified relationship between an antecedent, engagement and an 

outcome. For example, goal orientation positively affects work engagement, which in return 

positively affects task performance (Bakker et al., 2013). This view ignores other external 

influences on this engagement relationship which could have influenced the engagement 

experience, the antecedents or the outcomes.  

The aim of this chapter is to review the literature which has discussed engagement theory. In 

order to critically evaluate the most relevant theory, in relation to the research aims as well as 

to identify research gaps, this chapter will discuss the most relevant authors, streams and 

debates within the engagement field.    
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The principal aim of this research is to explore the individual engagement experience. The 

research in this thesis focuses on how engagement is experienced and what influences this 

experience at an individual level. To achieve this aim, exploratory research within a healthcare 

setting will be carried out. This chapter will discuss the literature on engagement and personal 

engagement and propose how the thesis will contribute to personal engagement theory. This 

first chapter of the literature review focusses on the first research question of this thesis namely: 

how does an individual experience engagement at work. Literature regarding the other two 

research questions, concerning influences on the engagement experience and the influence of 

career stages, will be reviewed within chapter 3.  

2.1 Engagement: three streams, three concepts 
 

There are there are three main approaches which are being used to empirically test engagement: 

personal engagement; work engagement, and employee engagement (Bailey et al., 2017; 

Fletcher et al., 2020; Purcell, 2014). This subsection will provide a critique on these three 

streams as well as an explanation why personal engagement will be adopted as a theory to 

achieve the aims within this research.  

The first and by far most popular concept, ‘work engagement’ refers to an individual’s 

psychological state of mind while being at work (Bailey et al., 2017; Purcell, 2014). Within this 

approach, the Dutch research group from Utrecht, led by Schaufelli, is the core authority (e.g., 

Schaufeli et al., 2002). They developed the widely used UWES (Utrecht Work Engagement 

Scale). Schaufeli et al. (2002) conceptualise work engagement as: “a positive, fulfilling work-

related state of mind that is characterised by vigour, dedication and absorption” (74). 86% of 

the engagement studies adopt the work engagement conceptualisation (Bailey et al., 2017; 

Fletcher et al., 2020). Work engagement mainly develops within the (occupational) 

psychological discipline (Purcell, 2014). Work engagement is predominantly a quantitative 

field, due to its heritage in psychological research. Articles often test the antecedents or 
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consequences of engagement, such as person organisation fit (e.g., Ho & Astakhova, 2018), job 

demands (e.g., Crawford et al., 2010), performance (e.g., Costa et al., 2017) and job satisfaction 

(e.g., Harter et al., 2002). Besides the UWES scale, the job demands and resources model (JD-

R model) by Demerouti et al. (2001), related to burn-out, is a very popular work engagement 

model (Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher et al., 2020).   

The second approach to engagement is behavioural engagement (Saks, 2006). This term, mostly 

named employee engagement, relates to managerial practices which aim to achieve an engaged 

workforce (Purcell, 2014). This conceptual perception of engagement is mainly used within the 

organisational behaviour and human resource development literature and focusses on a 

prescriptive solution to create employee engagement (Truss, 2014).  

The difference between employee and work engagement is that employee engagement is a 

concept applied by organisations to manage their workforce (Purcell, 2014; Truss, 2014). 

Meanwhile work engagement is a psychological state experienced by employees while 

performing their job. Within the human resource development research, employees have a 

passive role in engagement, responding to HR policies and interventions driven by the 

organisation (Francis & Reddington, 2012).  

Both the work and employee engagement stream derive from the original foundation of 

engagement: engagement as personal engagement, first conceptualised by the ‘founder’ of 

engagement, Kahn (1990). Personal engagement stresses the importance of the individual as a 

person, rather than as a worker or an employee. Personal engagement has a strong focus on the 

relationships this individual encounters at work and how these relationships shape their 

engagement (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014).  
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Type of engagement  Conceptual Heritage Focus Scholars 

Work engagement Psychology Employee’s 
psychological state at 

work 

Bakker, 
Schaufeli 

Employee 

engagement 

HRM Managerial, prescriptive Truss, Shuck, 

Saks 

Personal engagement Relationship/motivational 

theory 

Individual’s self at work Kahn, May et 

al., Fletcher.  
Table 1: Conceptualisations of engagement (Compiled by the author) 

Work engagement is similar to personal engagement in the sense that the starting point is the 

employee, rather than the employer, but there are large differences. Namely, where work 

engagement only takes the employee part of the individual into consideration, personal 

engagement includes the whole self of the individual (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). This means, 

where work engagement assumes that when an individual enters their place of work, they forget 

everything which is going on in their lives outside work (Bailey et al., 2017). Where personal 

engagement acknowledges the other ‘worlds’ which the individual participates in, outside their 

place of work. Furthermore, due to the psychological foundation of work engagement, the 

perception and definition of engagement is based on the internal, psychological experience of 

the employee (Schaufeli, 2014). Whereas personal engagement also incorporates external 

influences (Fletcher, 2017; Kahn, 1990). Additionally, work engagement conceptualises 

engagement as a static and stable experience while personal engagement recognises its 

complexity and ‘ebbs and flows’ (Bailey et al., 2017).  

Work engagement assumes a simplified relationship between an antecedent, engagement and 

an outcome while personal engagement recognises the complexity of the engagement 

experience. For example, within work engagement empirical research, a direct relation can be 

drawn from a good supervisor relation to an increased engagement to positive organisational 

results (Bailey et al., 2017; Bakker et al., 2013). While in reality, there are multiple aspects 

which can influence the supervisor relation as well as influence the increased engagement 

(Guest, 2014). Furthermore, the positive organisational outcome (e.g., increased productivity, 

profit) can also have other antecedents and influences.  
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When evaluating the epistemological backgrounds of work, employee, and personal 

engagement, all three streams have a different starting point. First, academic literature is divided 

on whether engagement is a trait (Macey & Schneider, 2008), psychological stage (Schaufeli et 

al., 2002), motivational state (Kahn, 1990) or behaviour (Saks, 2006). Secondly, while 

employee and work engagement derive from Kahn’s (1990) original conceptualisation, work 

engagement perceives engagement as a psychological state, from a psychological 

epistemological point. While work engagement stems from psychology, it neglects to 

incorporate individual agency, authenticity, and self-expression, all which are key within the 

individual experience of engagement (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). This is fundamentally different 

from Kahn’s (1990) epistemological point which is incorporating a motivational state as well 

as sociological aspects. The third aspect, employee engagement, generally starts from the 

organisational aspect, rather than from the individual (Truss, 2014). Furthermore, the concept 

of work engagement overlaps with the concept of burnout and mainly focusses on transactional 

elements of work activities while personal engagement focusses on the broader organisational 

and social elements of the individual experience (Fletcher, 2017).These different theoretical 

and epistemological background illustrates that all the different engagement streams have a 

different conceptual background. This affects the methods of research as well as the outcomes 

and contributions and the impact of those outcomes and contributions.  

While there are multiple critiques on work engagement published (e.g., Guest, 2014; Purcell, 

2014; Fletcher et al., 2020) work engagement is still the dominant employee engagement 

approach. Nonetheless, another issue with work engagement is that its definition includes 

various elements which should apply to engaged employees, but it is so demanding that it can 

only ever apply to a very small group of employees (Purcell, 2014). For example, Bakker (2009) 

cites various studies in characterisations of engaged employees. He names (amongst others): 

low neuroticism, high extraversion, cheerfulness, sociability, emotional stability, reliable, 
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conscientiousness, habitually careful, hardworking, well organised, resilient, purposeful, and 

self-efficiency as characteristics an engaged employee must possess. Additionally, they should 

also be totally dedicated to their job since Saks (2006) found that ‘participation in outside 

activities’ is a negative predictor of work engagement (602). If there are employees to be found 

who possess all these attributes, it will be a very small group. Why would organisations spend 

so many resources, time, and attention on something which is out of reach for most of the 

workforce (Guest, 2014; Purcell, 2014)? Additionally, these definitions then imply that the 

large majority of the workforce is unengaged and unable to achieve engagement, which creates 

a very negative perception of these employees which can work demotivating. Furthermore, 

these approaches also imply that an employee is born with these traits and can therefore never 

be engaged (Valentin, 2014). Therefore, HR interventions or policies would theoretically not 

have any effect because it cannot change an employee’s personality (Purcell, 2014).  

Additionally, work engagement literature predominantly depends on quantitative methods to 

measure engagement, its antecedents, and its outcomes, which could shape an incomplete view. 

This is the case because questionnaires are a momentary measure which can lack depth (Bailey 

et al., 2017; Fletcher, 2017). Kahn (1990), within his conceptualisation of engagement at work, 

stressed the fluctuating nature of engagement, which is not included in the work engagement 

definition as well as hard to measure through quantitative methods (Fletcher, 2017). This also 

raised the question of the inclusion of Kahn’s (1990) original conceptualisation within the work 

engagement definition since engagement is “highly dynamic and allows for many ways of 

interpretation” (Roe & Inceoglu, 2016:73). These highly dynamic and interpretation sensitive 

characteristics are not included in the static work engagement definition as well as their research 

methods. Ignoring these core characteristics of the concept, could lead to a misrepresentation 

of the results and conclusions shared in these articles.   
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The work engagement stream tends to use the same scale (UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement 

Scale) whose validity has been disputed (Bailey et al., 2017; Wefald et al., 2012).  On top of 

that, questionnaires tend to be strongly influenced by positive psychology (Purcell, 2014).  

Surveys in this field tend to ignore negative constructs which could lead to an exaggeration of 

the extent of engagement (Purcell, 2014). To only include positive items within questionnaires, 

the participant is steered which influences the outcome of the research. An example of a 

negative construct could be ‘I am afraid to express myself at work’ (Purcell, 2014; Shuck, 

2011:433).  

While studies in the field of employee engagement apply both qualitative and quantitative 

methods, they tend to exclude the importance of the context of the research (Bailey et al., 2017; 

Fletcher et al., 2020; Purcell, 2014). A piece of research executed within a multinational 

company, a small family business or a hospital for example, could result in different conclusions 

since the context, the employees and the type of work are very different (Jenkins & Delbridge, 

2013). Additionally, most studies ignore external reasons for employees not to be engaged such 

as: job insecurity, zero hour’s contracts and reorganisations (Purcell, 2014). Furthermore, the 

starting point of the employee engagement research is the organisation and their desired 

behaviour, rather than looking at the employee and their actual behaviour (Bailey et al., 2017). 

This managerial approach could create a misrepresentation of the actual engagement experience 

because the starting and viewpoint is the organisation and the manager, rather than the 

employee. Furthermore, it could be said that engagement is very similar to other, older theories 

of involvement, commitment, and job satisfaction (Guest, 2014; Keenoy, 2014; Purcell, 2014). 

A reason for this could be the lack of theory and theory development within employee 

engagement due to the focus on practical and managerial outcomes and implications.  

In relation to the last paragraph, most employee engagement research adopts a managerial or 

unitarist approach (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013). The unitarist approach assumes that the 



Chapter 2: What is engagement? 

15 

 

employees’ goals, interests, and well-being can always be aligned with the organisation’s and 

the managers’ goals (Delbridge & Keenoy, 2010). In other words, what is good for the 

organisation, is good for the employee (Troth & Guest, 2020). While in some cases and 

contexts, this unitarist approach could be suitable, to simply assume, not investigate nor 

challenge this ‘superficial’ view is too narrow-minded (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013). Work 

engagement for example, tend to ignore the issue of conflict because of its negative perception 

(Saundry et al., 2014). However, conflict is present within any organisation and does not always 

have to result in something negative. To simply ignore this aspect from any research instrument 

is providing an incomplete picture of work engagement within organisations. More realistic 

would be a more critical approach to engagement, namely, structured antagonism (Arrowsmith 

& Parker, 2013). Structured antagonism acknowledges that there is a mutual dependency 

between organisation and employee but that this relation is characterised by conflicting goals 

and interest as well as being based on an unequal power relationship (Edwards, 1986). 

Incorporating structured antagonism in engagement research will provide a more realistic and 

complete image of the construct. Furthermore, by acknowledging the unequal power 

relationship, the individual experience of personal engagement will be better explained because 

this unequal relationship could be a critical part of an employee’s personal experience.  

Nonetheless, the concept of structured antagonism can be critiqued as well. The term arose in 

1986 by Edwards, however, the founder acknowledges that the concepted could be disputed 

and published a revision on structed antagonism in 2018. The first major critique on structured 

antagonism is that is assumes exploitation in the workplace (Edwards, 2018). Furthermore, it 

disregards the sense of ownership and control which employees have, especially in due to the 

changes in the workplace since 1986. As a result, when incorporating structured antagonism 

theory, it is important to acknowledge the unequal power relationship which can exist within 

an organisation however, incorporate and value individual ownership, agency and control.  
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To capture and summarise the critiques on the three different streams of engagement, table 2 

below was drawn up. 

Stream Work engagement Employee engagement Personal engagement 

C
ri

ti
q

u
e
 

Dependency on UWES 

scale which is disputed 

 

Questionnaires and scales: 

not able to incorporate 

fluctuating nature 

 

Positive psychology 

 

Different epistemological 

point – internally focussed 

 

Hard to live up to character 

traits necessary for 

engagement 

 

Simplified relations 

between antecedent, 

engagement and outcome 

 

Only work part of the 

individual is considered 

 

Ignoring conflict/power  

 

Exclude context 

 

Top-down 

 

Focussed on desired rather 

than actual behaviour 

 

Managerial rather than 

theoretical focus 

 

Lack of theory development 

 

Similar to other concepts 

(e.g. job satisfaction, 

commitment) 

 

Managerial- unitarist 

approach 

 

Limited articles 

 

Complex 

 

Hard to capture 

 

Hard to make large claims 

 

 

Table 2: Summarising critique on three streams of engagement (e.g., Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher et al., 2020; Guest, 2014; 
Purcell, 2014) (Compiled by the author) 

Different research institutions highlight observations regarding the declining engagement in the 

workforce (Gallup, 2017). However, the research stream of engagement continues to grow, 

mainly resulting in positive engagement enforcing conclusions (Guest, 2014). Is engagement 

with the organisation rather than with the job or relational aspects more meaningful in theory 

than in practice (Keenoy, 2014; Truss et al., 2014)? This thesis’s literature review takes the 

personal engagement conceptual foundation to explore engagement from the bottom up. This 

perspective allows the centralisation of the individual and their experience of engagement. 

Furthermore, a qualitative approach to personal engagement allows a broader view in which 

the complete experience of an employee can be discussed and evaluated, not just the items the 

scholars decided to add to their quantitative scale. Furthermore, this approach allows other 
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influences, such as power, to be investigated. This adds to the complete visualisation of the 

actual engagement experience of the individual.  

The following section will go deeper into the theoretical stance of engagement from an 

individual perspective and the concept of personal engagement.  

2.2 Personal engagement 
 

Research adopting the founding engagement conceptualisation of personal engagement is 

limited (Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher et al., 2018; Guest, 2014). The majority of engagement 

articles focus on organisations and their best interests but lack the viewpoint of the individual 

(Valentin, 2014). Additionally, most engagement articles, especially employee engagement, 

take a best practice approach which makes no differentiation between the organisation level, 

size, sector or for the individual employee (Mackay, 2018). This one-size-fits-all approach leads 

to a simplified perception of engagement (Truss, 2014). In this section I explain the concept of 

personal engagement and I will discuss the academic articles which adopted this approach to 

engagement. The concept of personal engagement offers the potential to bridge the gap between 

psychological studies of engagement on the one hand, and the broader interests of the HRM 

community on the other, by emphasising the full experience of engagement (Jenkins & 

Delbridge, 2013; Fletcher et al., 2018). This section will discuss personal engagement, its 

heritage as well as studies adopting this conceptualisation.  

The conceptualisation of (personal) engagement is founded by Kahn (1990) who wrote the first 

academic article on engagement at work. Kahn (1990) conceptualised engagement as a 

“qualitative, behavioural and transitory experience that followed the ebbs and flows of daily 

activities” (Bailey et al., 2017:35). Personal engagement is a different conceptualisation 

compared to work or employee engagement since it highlights the importance of the individual 

as a person (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). When a person enters their workplace, they are not just an 
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employee, but they bring their whole self to work. This also includes the individual they are 

outside the place of work, relations at and outside work and all of their characteristics. Personal 

engagement therefore combines the role of a person’s self with that of the role they are 

performing at work, without compromising either. Most of the work engagement literature 

isolates the work performance without acknowledging the person’s self (Kahn & Heaphy, 

2014). This personal engagement conceptualisation allows the whole individual to be engaged, 

not just the employee, which offers a deeper understanding of how engagement works.  

In a research context, Kahn (1990) claimed that employee engagement cannot be seen but is 

experienced. Therefore, research from the individual viewpoint is essential to fully grasp the 

employee engagement concept. It can also be stated that Kahn’s (1990) definition is a 

behavioural definition (Guest, 2014). Within this behavioural concept, context is extremely 

important (Fletcher et al., 2020; Purcell, 2014). Because context can define and influence 

behaviour. Additionally, in a later book chapter Kahn (2010) even goes as far as describing 

engagement as: “very delicate and fragile, (…) it can be broken with a word, said in the wrong 

way at the wrong time.” (30).  

Kahn (1990) build his theory on the work of Goffman (1961) on role theory and attachment and 

detachment. He combined Goffman’s theory with an organisational theory concepts namely, 

relationship theory (Bion, 1961), job design theory (Hackman & Oldham, 1980) and social 

organisational context (Alderfer, 1985). Another major influencer of his theory of personal 

engagement is motivation theory (Maslow, 1954; Soane et al., 2012).   

Within personal engagement, Kahn (1990) identified three psychological conditions for 

engagement: meaningfulness, safety, and availability. These three conditions shape how 

individuals perform their role and experience engagement. The first dimension, meaningfulness 

is described as “a feeling that one is receiving a return on investment of oneself in a currency 

of physical, cognitive, or emotional energy” (Kahn, 1990:703). When people experience this 
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meaningfulness, they feel useful, valuable and worthwhile, like they made a difference. When 

there is a lack of meaningfulness, people feel like there was little asked or expected of them.  

The second dimension, safety could be described as “feeling able to show and employ oneself 

without fear of negative consequences to self-image, status or career” (Kahn, 1990:708). Safety 

flourishes when individuals feel more or less safe in taking risks in expressing themselves and 

engaging in change. When situations are unclear, inconsistent, or unpredictable, engaging 

would be too unsafe for an individual.  

The third and final dimension, availability is “the sense of having the physical, emotional, or 

psychological resources to personally engage at a particular moment” (Kahn, 1990:714). In 

other words, how ready are individuals to engage while experiencing the distractions of being 

members of social systems.  

To sum up, the first ever scholarly article on engagement stems from Kahn (1990) who defined 

the theory of personal engagement. Personal engagement is an experienced qualitative state 

which follows the ebbs and flows of daily activities (Kahn, 1990; Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). 

Personal engagement centralises the whole of the individual and recognises the importance of 

context (Fletcher, 2017). Personal engagement theory consists out of three dimensions: 

meaningfulness, safety and availability (Kahn, 1990). When adopting personal engagement, a 

complete and extensive view of the engagement experience of the individual can be formed. 

This view can contribute to personal engagement theory as well as shine light on which factors 

are important within this engagement experience. The following section will review studies 

adopting personal engagement theory. 

2.3 Studies using personal engagement 
 

Within the very popular research stream of engagement, there have only been few scholarly 

articles which adopt Kahn’s (1990) original model of personal engagement (Bailey et al., 2017; 
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Fletcher et al., 2020; Saks, 2019). Most of the personal engagement articles adopted a 

quantitative methodology (Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher et al., 2018). The table below offers an 

overview of the scholars adopting personal engagement and their research aims.  

Scholars Method Aim of article 

May et al., 2002 Quantitative Transferring the idea of personal engagement into a 

measurable concept.  

Rich et al., 2010 Quantitative  Development of personal engagement theory 

Reio & Sanders-

Reio, 2011 

Quantitative Testing the effect of supervisor and co-worker incivility on 

personal engagement.  

Soane et al., 2012 Quantitative Developing a new scale to measure personal engagement. 

Fletcher, 2016 Quantitative  Compare work and job engagement constructs to training 
perceptions and work role performance behaviours.  

Fletcher, 2017 Qualitative Exploring the everyday experience of personal engagement.  

Gupta & Shukla, 

2018 

Quantitative Compare work, job, and personal engagement to task 

performance.  

Fletcher et al., 

2018a 

Quantitative Exploring fluctuations within the dimensions of personal 

engagement throughout the working day.  

Davis & van der 

Heijden, 2018 

Qualitative The effect of idiosyncratic deals in relation to the 

psychological contract in order to foster employee 
engagement.  

Fletcher, 2019 Quantitative Testing the effect of personal development on engagement 

with a specific focus on the meaningfulness dimension and 

perceived line manager relations. 

Fletcher & 

Schofield, 2019 

Mixed Intervention study specifically aimed at the meaningfulness 

dimension.  
Table 3: Overview of scholars adopting the personal engagement conceptualisation. (Compiled by the author) 

May et al. (2004) were the first to adopt personal engagement as a conceptual idea. They 

adapted the conceptual model of the three dimensions – meaningfulness, safety, and availability 

– and quantitatively tested the significance of engagement at work (May et al., 2004). Besides 

testing these three dimensions, they tested antecedents of these three dimensions. Within their 

research they confirmed Kahn’s (1990) theoretical model by proving a significant relation 

between all three dimensions and engagement. They also confirmed antecedents of these 

dimensions which were later adopted by other personal engagement scholars. These antecedents 

which will be discussed later in this section and in chapter 3.  

Rich et al’s. (2010) research aim was to develop Kahn’s (1990) personal engagement theory. 

They use this theory to develop a quantitative measure of engagement and job performance 

(Rich et al., 2010). They emphasise the importance of the individual self in relation to 
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engagement. Furthermore, they found that organisational conditions such as job tasks are 

important when creating personal engagement. Additionally, they empirically linked personal 

engagement to job performance. Their research recognises the drift of the original 

conceptualisation of engagement within work engagement and the UWES scale (Rich et al., 

2010; Schaufeli et al., 2002). Within their scale they emphasised the importance of the complete 

individual when measuring engagement. Nonetheless, their research mainly focussed on 

directly and quantitatively linking engagement to job performance.  

Reio and Sanders-Reio (2011) used personal engagement theory to test the significance of co-

worker incivility. Again, they developed a quantitative measure and especially focussed on the 

importance of the safety dimension of personal engagement (Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011). They 

break down personal engagement in the three dimensions (meaningfulness, safety and 

availability) and test the impact of co-worker incivility on these three dimensions. They found 

that supervisor and co-worker incivility impacted the safety and availability dimension, not the 

meaningfulness dimension. Comparable to May et al’s. (2002) research, they focus on external 

influences, affecting the dimensions of engagement. Nonetheless, they do stress the importance 

of in-depth research to investigate how these dimensions influence engagement. However, the 

main focus of this article was on incivility, rather than on personal engagement theory.  

Soane et al. (2012) specifically highlight the lack of consistent theory within personal 

engagement and they propose a novel foundation and scale. They developed this new scale on 

the measurement of personal engagement from a human resource development perspective 

(Soane et al., 2012). This new engagement scale was based on activation, positive affect, and 

focus. They also conceptualise three different facets of engagement: intellectual, affective and 

social engagement. Their research highlights the aspect of relations at work, something which 

has been theorised within multiple engagement and human resource development articles yet 

has not been included as a main influencer (e.g., Macey & Schneider, 2008; Shuck & Wollard, 
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2010). Nonetheless, their main aim was to create a human resource development tool which 

could measure and monitor engagement in order to be useful and practical for human resource 

development. Therefore, the focus was not on building upon engagement theory. However, they 

do suggest important aspects of personal engagement which are mainly overlooked in the 

human resource development theory.  

Fletcher (2016) quantitatively compared work and personal engagement and their relation to 

training and performance. He found that personal engagement explained additional variance 

above the concept of work engagement. He therefore indicated that while work engagement is 

the dominantly used concept, personal engagement offers a more complete view. Interestingly, 

Gupta and Shukla (2018) researched the effect of work, employee, and personal engagement 

on task performance. They found that work engagement, best predicted task performance. 

However, they did agree with Fletcher (2016) and acknowledged that personal engagement 

offered a more complete view.  

One of the only qualitative studies within the personal engagement stream is by Fletcher (2017). 

He researched factors which influence ‘everyday’ personal engagement. Because of the 

increased attention, suitability and popularity of the job-demands model, especially popular 

within the work engagement stream, he focussed on demands and resources specifically 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). He categorised factors according to a heightened and reduced 

effect on personal engagement. Rather than classifying the influences as ‘resources and 

demands’, Fletcher (2017) classified them as ‘resources’ and ‘hindrances’. These resources and 

hindrances will be discussed in detail in chapter 3.  

Fletcher et al. (2018a) are the only researchers who used a quantitative diary study in relation 

to the personal engagement conceptualisation. They tested the fluctuating levels of engagement 

through an individual’s day. Fletcher et al. (2018a) divided personal engagement into two 

different categories: trait and state personal engagement. Trait personal engagement is the part 
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of personal engagement which exists between individuals. State personal engagement exists 

within an individual. They found that meaningfulness and availability were stronger influences 

on personal engagement (both state and trait) than safety. Additionally, when comparing trait 

and state engagement, state engagement was found as more important and influential to overall 

personal engagement. While they interestingly suggest the idea of fluctuating levels of personal 

engagement throughout an individual’s day, their research does not actually focus on this 

phenomenon. Nonetheless, the idea of fluctuating levels of engagement through an individual’s 

day also suggests that personal engagement might fluctuate throughout someone’s career.  

Davis and van der Heijden (2018) looked at the effect of idiosyncratic-deals (i-deals) and the 

psychological contract on personal engagement. I-deals are unique conditions of the 

employment situation, negotiated between the employee and their employer. Examples of i-

deals are working on a different task or project, compared to their co-workers or flexibility 

within the job. These i-deals vary from organisation to organisation and from employee to 

employee. These i-deals are clearly different from employee benefits such as leave, holiday, or 

pension. They found that different i-deals can contribute to the different dimensions of personal 

engagement. For example, flexibility i-deals can positively contribute to availability in relation 

to creating a better work-life balance. Furthermore, career development i-deals can positively 

affect meaningfulness. Additionally, similar to other personal engagement scholars (e.g., Reio 

& Sanders-Reio, 2011; Fletcher, 2019) they stress the importance of the line manager in 

fostering engagement. Interestingly, within their research, Davis and van der Heijden 

interviewed employees at different levels (non-professionals, professionals, and managers) and 

found different i-deals related to the roles. This could indicate that different influences such as 

flexibility or external training, can influence someone within different stages of their career, or 

depending on the financial compensation or nature of the job. This is related to the research 
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questions and which will be discussed later in chapter 3 when discussing career stages and 

personal engagement.   

Fletcher (2019) researched the effect of personal development on engagement with a specific 

focus on the meaningfulness dimension and perceived line manager relations. Fletcher, as 

mentioned above, has adopted the personal engagement conceptualisation in other articles as 

well. Within this quantitative research, he found that personal development, positively affects 

meaningfulness and that this relationship is mediated by perceived line manager relations. 

Meaningfulness then positively affects engagement. Similarly, to Reio and Sanders-Reio’s 

(2011) research, Fletcher (2019) highlights the importance of the direct manager/supervisor 

within the meaningfulness experience of an individual. Additionally, he signals the importance 

of personal development in relation to the meaningfulness dimension.   

In another article from 2019, Fletcher, together with Schofield, focussed on the meaningfulness 

dimension. Within this article they executed an intervention study regarding facilitating 

meaningfulness in the workplace. Conceptually within this research however, they perceive 

meaningfulness as an antecedent of engagement, rather than an existential part of engagement. 

Therefore these ‘meaningfulness issues’ are not considered as influences on personal 

engagement within this research (discussed in chapter 3). Additionally, this research takes an 

organisational perspective, not from the individual’s point of view such as my research within 

this thesis. Nonetheless, it is still interesting to include within this section because they 

qualitatively researched in-depth interventions and ‘issues’ regarding meaningfulness. They 

divide their ‘issues’ into three levels: micro, meso and macro.  
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 Meaningfulness ‘issues’  

Micro level ‘issues’ Meso level ‘issues’ Macro level ‘issues’ 

Gaining buy-in and 
overcoming initial scepticism 

Team climate and intergroup 
relations 

The wider socio-political and 
economic environment  

Building initial self-efficacy 

and abilities needed 

Role of managers in facilitating 

meaningfulness 

 

Sustaining motivation in 
meaningfulness activities 

Utilising social influence and 
change agents to facilitate buy-

in and involvement 

 

 Harnessing existing HRM 
strategies, systems, and 

processes 

 

Table 4: Meaningfulness issues and interventions at different levels (Fletcher & Schofield, 2019).  

While these ‘issues’ can be seen as a descriptive tool for HRM managers to create 

meaningfulness and engagement, it is interesting to see what does influence individual 

employees regarding meaningfulness. Especially interesting because Fletcher and Schofield are 

the first ones to include larger, macro level, influences (such as economic, culture and political 

environment) which have not been included in any other articles. Furthermore, aspects 

discussed within other empirical work have been highlighted, such as: team climate and the role 

of managers.  

An explanation for the limited number of scholars who adopted Kahn’s (1990) concept of 

engagement could be that researchers have sought to underline the stability of engagement 

(Jenkins & Delbridge, 2013). In other words, employees either are engaged, or they are not, at 

all times. This differs from Kahn’s original statement which emphasises the fluctuating 

character as well as the different dimensions and circumstances in which employees can act in 

an engaged manner (Fletcher et al., 2018). Nonetheless, practitioners and consultants prefer this 

black and white approach because it is easier, clearer, and sellable (Guest, 2014). However, it 

is questionable if this is an actual reflection on engagement and reality.  

To sum up, within the popular stream of engagement research, there are only a few scholars 

adopting the personal engagement concept. Of these personal engagement adopters, most create 

a new quantitative model which can be used to test antecedents and outcomes of engagement 



Chapter 2: What is engagement? 

26 

 

(e.g. May et al., 2002; Rich et al., 2010; Sloane et al., 2012). There are only a few qualitative 

adaptations of personal engagement (Davis & van der Heijden, 2018; Fletcher, 2017). These 

adaptations highlight the fluctuating nature of engagement as well as contextual importance. 

Nonetheless, there has been no insight into the actual individual engagement experience since 

the focus was mainly on managerial outcomes or scale creation, not to extend theory. When the 

individual engagement experience is investigated, this can provide deeper theoretical insight 

into the experience which offers understanding for further engagement research into outcomes, 

antecedents and how engagement is experienced and should be managed. 

2.4 Personal engagement theoretical framework 
 

An extensive range of theoretical frameworks have been used to attempt to ‘explain’ 

engagement (Bailey et al., 2017). This subsection will discuss the personal engagement theory 

in relation to my theoretical framework. Within this section, I will briefly look back to explain 

the personal engagement theory and comparing this theory to other engagement theories. 

Additionally, I will look forward in evaluating why this theory will be used within the research 

for this thesis and how this research will contribute to the theory of personal engagement.  

Kahn (1990) defined personal engagement as the harnessing of organisation members’ 

preferred self into their work roles. He defines the experience as a fluctuating experience which 

can alternate between full expression (engagement) or withdrawal (disengagement) of the self 

at work. Kahn (1990) developed the concept of engagement at work. He did so by drawing on 

role theory (Goffman, 1961) and job design theory (Hackman & Oldham, 1980). 

Kahn’s personal engagement theory is based on three dimensions: experienced meaningfulness 

of work; psychological safety; and experienced availability. Kahn (1990) explains that these 

three dimensions are influenced by different aspects such as the nature of the job, the social 

environment and personal resources.  
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Kahn (1990) originally viewed engagement as a qualitative, behavioural and transitional 

experience that follows the ‘ebbs and flows’ of daily activities at work. While the majority of 

the engagement research available today, adopts the work engagement concept which is a 

quantitative, positive, static psychological state (e.g., Bailey et al., 2017, Purcell, 2014; 

Schaufeli et al., 2001). This shift to quantitative assessments has occurred within the human 

resource development discipline more generally, they call this ‘the psychologization of the 

employment relationship’ (Bailey et al., 2017; Godard, 2014).  

This shift to quantitative assessments within the engagement field has severely affected the 

stream. When referring to quantitative engagement measures such as the UWES scale, Wefald 

et al. (2012:87) even go as far to stating: “the way engagement is typically measured may be 

inherently flawed.”  

Besides the three different streams, work, employee and personal engagement, Bailey et al., 

(2017) reviewed the different theories used within the engagement field. Table 5 below presents 

these different theories.  

Theory Stance 

Job demands-

resources framework 

When individuals have high levels of job related or personal resources, they 

are more likely to be engaged at work. Job demands require extra work and 

energy which leads to negative engagement related outcomes 

Social exchange 
theory 

Relationships between employees and employers are based on reciprocity. 
If employees feel valued and treated well, they are more likely to show 

positive behaviour towards their employer in the form of high engagement.  

Conservations of 

resources theory 

Individuals seek to acquire and preserve resources (personal, energetic, 

social or material). The provision of resources should balance out the 
demands an employee experiences.  

Broaden-and-build 

theory 

Employees who experience positive emotions are more likely to be 

engaged.  

Personal engagement 
theory 

Engagement is influenced by three dimensions: meaningfulness, safety and 
availability.  

Table 5: Overview of the theories within engagement at work (Bailey et al., 2017). 

The theories within the engagement field reflect the positive psychology roots (Fineman, 2006). 

There are limited theoretical and empirical insights which incorporates sociological and 

organisational views (Fletcher et al., 2020; Purcell, 2014). These views will further enhance the 
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field because they represent the whole experience within engagement. Additionally, these views 

will consider aspects of power within organisations which will enrich the understanding of 

engagement at work.  

The different studies which have used Kahn’s (1990) personal engagement theory have been 

presented and reviewed within subsection 2.3. The majority of the empirical articles which 

adopt the personal engagement theory are executed with quantitative measures. These 

quantitative measures compromise the essence of the personal engagement theory (Kahn, 

1990). Nonetheless, Fletcher (2017) and Davis & van der Heijden (2018) adopted a qualitative 

approach to personal engagement. My research falls in line with Fletcher’s (2017) adaptation 

of personal engagement. Though, his research focussed on the ‘ebbs and flows’ within a 

working day, while my research will incorporate those ‘ebbs and flows’ within a career. This 

will enhance the theory of engagement by establishing different experienced of engagement, 

within different career stages. Furthermore, this research has an in-depth and exploratory 

character which aims to explore the individual engagement experience. 

This research goes back to the basis of Kahn’s (1990) original theory and adopt a qualitative, 

subjective approach, in line with the original (personal) engagement theory. This theory will 

help identifying the engagement experience as well as acknowledging the complexity of the 

engagement experience. This research will contribute to the personal engagement theory 

because it deepens the understanding of the individual experience of personal engagement. 

Furthermore, this research strives to understand the personal engagement experience, rather 

than identifying manageable outcomes. This understanding of personal engagement will bring 

deeper insights into the theory of personal engagement.  

Nonetheless, due to this complexity, it will be harder to ‘measure’ and identify compared to 

validated quantitative work engagement scales (Fletcher et al., 2020). Additionally, because of 
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the context and the explorative character of this study, it will be hard to make large claims on 

the basis of the findings.  

Personal engagement theory will be used within this research to help identify the engagement 

experience of the individual. This research will contribute to personal engagement theory by 

identifying its complex experience and deepen the understanding of the personal engagement 

experience.  

2.5 Conclusion 
 

To conclude, engagement is a popular academic term in occupational psychology and HRD 

literature which has been extensively researched (Valentin, 2014; Fletcher et al., 2020). Within 

the engagement literature three main conceptual streams have been identified: work 

engagement, employee engagement and personal engagement (Purcell, 2014). This thesis’s 

research focusses on personal engagement theory which centralises the employee and their 

whole self, not just the working aspect of the individual or the best management practice 

approach. In other words, engagement from the individual perspective and experience with a 

bottom-up approach. 

Within the limited selection of scholars who adopt the personal engagement theory, there is still 

a major focus on quantitative scale development. This has resulted in an underdeveloped theory 

and a lack of insight into the individual engagement experience.  

In adopting the personal engagement theory, I will develop the theory by investigating the 

individual engagement experience. In doing so I will incorporate the context as well as external 

factors such as power on the engagement experience.  

The following chapter 3 will discuss personal engagement and its influences.  
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Chapter 3: Personal engagement and its influences 

When researching personal engagement, influences of personal engagement are an essential 

aspect of the engagement experience. Examples of influences on personal engagement are 

supervisor relations, work-life balance and group dynamics (Davis & van der Heijden, 2018; 

Kahn, 1990; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011). Those influences essentially shape the individual 

engagement experience (Fletcher, 2017). Within this chapter I will discuss the different 

influences on personal engagement, established within the personal engagement literature. I 

will use the resources and hindrances classification by Fletcher (2017) to categorise the 

different influences. The aim of this chapter is to critically review the influences on the personal 

engagement experience. By achieving this aim, I will have a categorisation of the different 

influences and its background in order to be able to identify gaps, trends and relations to my 

own thesis and research context.   

Kahn (1990) developed the idea of personal engagement with identifying influencing factors 

which contribute to personal engagement. Researching influences of engagement is crucial 

because they tell us more about the development of the construct and how personal engagement 

works (Bailey et al., 2017). Furthermore, identifying influences of personal engagement 

deepens the theory of personal engagement in the sense that these influences illustrate the 

context and dynamics of personal engagement. Additionally, researching influences of personal 

engagement enables practical implications in managing the individual engagement experience.   

One influence which has not yet been researched within the personal engagement context is the 

influence of career stages. The literature on personal engagement acknowledges the ebbs and 

flows within the engagement experience yet, they assume a static experience through an 

employee’s career (Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher, 2017; Fletcher et al., 2020; Kahn, 1990). 

Within section 3.4 of this chapter, I will review the literature on career stages and compare this 

to the available information on career stages and engagement. The aim of that section is to 
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critically review the theory on career stages and engagement research and to identify gaps as 

well as the contribution this research will deliver in relation to career stage theory and 

engagement theory.  

The aim of this research is to explore the individual engagement experience. This research 

focuses on how this engagement experience works and what influences this experience at an 

individual level. To obtain a better idea of how the engagement experience is influenced, this 

chapter reviews the different influences on personal engagement. This relates to the second 

research question of this thesis, namely: what factors influence the engagement experience at 

work. Furthermore, in relation to the third research question: how does career stage influence 

the individual engagement experience at work, the literature on engagement and career stage is 

reviewed in section 3.4.  

3.1 Influences in relation to personal engagement 
 

This first section of this chapter will critically review influences identified in relation to 

personal engagement theory. First, the influences identified by Kahn (1990) will be discussed, 

followed by other personal engagement scholars within a division of resources (positive 

influences) and hindrances (negative influences) (Fletcher, 2017).  

Within Kahn’s (1990) founding article on personal engagement, descriptive statistics are used 

to determine factors which influence the three different dimensions of personal engagement. 

These factors are displayed in figure 2 below.  
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Figure 2: Factors of influence on personal engagement by Kahn (1990).  

After Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation of personal engagement and the identification of the 

different influences on engagement, other scholars adopting the personal engagement 

conceptualisation identified different factors of influence regarding the experience of personal 

engagement (e.g., Fletcher, 2017; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011; Rich et al., 2010; Soane et al., 

2012). To visualise these influences, this section will summarise and evaluate these influences 

on personal engagement. The factors are categorised according to personal engagement scholar 

Fletcher’s (2017) resources and hindrances categories: task; relational; organisational, and 

personal. The idea of resources and hindrances is drawn from the job demands and resources 

theory (JD-R theory) (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Lee et al., 2020). While this theory, as 

described previously within chapter 2, derives from work engagement and burnout theory, it is 

the most used, and according to some scholars (e.g., Crawford et al., 2010; Fletcher, 2017; Saks 

& Gruman, 2014) best theory when investigating antecedent factors on engagement at work 

(Bailey et al., 2015). Additionally, Fletcher (2017) illustrated within his research the suitability 

for using this concept’s idea within personal engagement theory.  

While Kahn (1990) categorises his identified influences within the dimensions of engagement, 

I have not chosen for this structure within this literature review. I have followed Fletcher’s 
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(2017) structure of hindrances and resources. The reason for that is because many different 

antecedents affect more than one dimension (e.g., Fletcher, 2017; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011). 

For example, Reio and Sanders-Reio (2011) found that supervisor incivility affected both the 

safety and availability dimension. While Kahn (1990) was the first to theorise personal 

engagement, this categorisation of dimensions of engagement was useful. However, when other 

researchers identified influences on personal engagement, this categorisation using the three 

dimensions became too muddled. As a result, Kahn’s (1990) dimensions of engagement as a 

categorisation of influences are too static. Later research showed that the different influences 

overlap and are interrelated (e.g. Fletcher, 2017; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011). 

Table 6 below presents an overview of the different resources and hindrances that have been 

explored in relation to personal engagement theory. These different categories (task, relational, 

organisational, and personal) will be discussed in this section.  
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Task resources Relational 

resources 

Organisational 

resources 

Personal 

resources  
Task and role 

characteristics (Kahn, 

1990; Rich et al., 2010) 

Work interactions 
(Kahn, 1990) 

Management style and 

process (Kahn, 1990) 

Outside lives (Kahn, 

1990) 

Job enrichment (May et 

al., 2002) 
Interpersonal relations 
(Kahn, 1990) 

Organisational norms 
(Kahn, 1990) 

Core self-evaluations 
(Rich et al., 2010) 

Work-role fit (May et 

al., 2002) 
Group and intergroup 

dynamics (Kahn, 1990) 

Value congruence (Rich 

et al., 2010) 
Developing feelings of 

competence (Fletcher, 

2017) 

Variety, challenge, 

autonomy (Fletcher, 

2017) 

Co-worker relations 
(May et al., 2002; 

Fletcher, 2017) 

Perceived 

organisational support 
(Rich et al., 2010) 

Work-life balance 
(Davis & van der 

Heijden, 2018) 

Challenge from 

workloads and work 

pressure (Fletcher, 2017) 

Supervisor relations 
(May et al., 2002; 

Fletcher, 2017) 

Planning (Fletcher, 

2017) 
 

Task charity (Fletcher, 

2017) 
Customer relations 
(Fletcher, 2017) 

Achieving progress 
(Fletcher, 2017) 

 

Purpose (Fletcher, 2017) Work climate (Davis 

and van der Heijden, 

2018) 

Self-regulation within 

work (Fletcher, 2017) 

 

 Perceived line manager 

relations (Fletcher, 

2019) 

Employability/career 

development (Davis & 

van der Heijden, 2018) 

 

  Personal development 
(Fletcher, 2019) 

 

Task hindrances Relational 

hindrances 

Organisational 

hindrances 

Personal 

hindrances  
Lack of tasks and 

variety (Fletcher, 2017) 

Negative co-worker 

behaviour (Reio & 

Sanders-Reio, 2011; 

Fletcher, 2017) 

Psychical environment, 

systems, and processes 
(Fletcher, 2017) 

Depletion of physical 

and emotional energy 
(Kahn, 1990) 

Low workloads and 

work pressure (Fletcher, 

2017) 

Negative supervisor 

behaviour (Reio & 

Sanders-Reio, 2011; 

Fletcher, 2017) 

Low workload 
(Fletcher, 2017) 

Individual insecurity 
(Kahn, 1990) 

 Negative customer 

behaviour (Fletcher, 

2017) 

Excessive and 

conflicting demands 
(Fletcher, 2017) 

Outside lives (Kahn, 

1990; Fletcher, 2017) 

   Personal health and 

well-being (Fletcher, 

2017) 

   Feeling insecure and 

self-conscious (May et 

al., 2002; Fletcher, 2017) 
Table 6: Overview of resources and hindrances in relation to personal engagement. (Compiled by the author) 

 

3.2 Resources 
 

Resources serve to enhance engagement through a motivational process (Bakker & Demerouti, 

2008; Fletcher, 2017; Lee et al., 2020). Different resources can enhance engagement within 

different contexts and situational levels (Fletcher, 2017). Within the personal engagement 
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theory, there are four types of resources: task; relational; organisational, and personal resources 

(Fletcher, 2017). These four types of resources, and the different influences within these 

categories will be reviewed within this section.  

3.2.1 Task resources 
 

Task resources are motivational aspects of an individual’s day-to-day job role (Amabile & 

Kramer, 2011; Fletcher, 2017). When the tasks are varied and challenging with clear aims and 

verifiable outcomes, they are likely to positively affect personal engagement (Fletcher, 2017; 

Rich et al., 2010). The job tasks then act as a motivational resource which facilitates personal 

growth and achieving work goals. This section will review task resources in relation to personal 

engagement.  

Task resources have been a factor relating personal engagement from the very start of the 

conceptualisation of work-related engagement (Kahn, 1990). Task and role characteristics were 

conceptualised as aspects providing meaningfulness to the work experience and as positive 

antecedents of personal engagement. Fletcher (2017) and Rich et al., (2010) confirmed the 

importance of task related factors relating personal engagement. They found, similar to Kahn’s 

(1990) original idea, that task resources heighten the personal engagement experience by 

providing value and importance. Particularly tasks which are challenging or new, provides a 

source of motivational energy which has a positive effect on personal engagement (Fletcher, 

2017).  

Not every task within a job role acts as a resource towards personal engagement. Tasks need to 

provide a sense of variety and challenge (Fletcher, 2017; Kahn, 1990; Rich et al., 2010). They 

need to be intellectually challenging for the individual and utilising the individual’s skills. 

Furthermore, tasks which offer a sense of personal responsibility and autonomy have a positive 
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effect on personal engagement. Finally, tasks need to be clear and have a sense of purpose for 

the individual (Fletcher, 2017).  

Strongly related to variety in tasks are ‘challenge demands’. Fletcher (2017) found that 

challenges in the form of workloads and work pressure heightens personal engagement by 

fulfilling a sense of purpose and achievement. While he conceptualises this as a separate 

category, within this literature review it falls under task resources since the level of challenge 

and demand is a characteristic of the tasks someone needs to fulfil.  

May et al. (2002) quantitatively tested job enrichment. Their conceptualisation was based on 

Kahn’s (1990) idea of role and task characteristics. May et al. (2002) combined Kahn’s (1990) 

idea with other articles on job design and the job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 

1980). They tested the effect of job enrichment on the meaningfulness dimension of personal 

engagement through a quantitative scale, developed by Hackman and Oldham (1980). This 

scale tested skill variety, task significance, task identity, autonomy, and feedback, very similar 

to the description Kahn (1990) used for task characteristics.  

However, not ever employee always has a job role which offers this sense of resources. For 

example, factory or distribution workers do not come across much challenge or autonomy 

within their task description. It could therefore be that those kinds of workers do not experience 

this sense of task resource and therefore must build their personal engagement experience from 

other resources.  

3.2.2 Relational resources 
 

Relational resources are related to interpersonal relations at work and the individual’s wider 

social context (Freeny & Fellenz, 2013). These ‘relations’ include co-workers, managers and 

customers. Many different authors adopting the personal engagement (Kahn, 1990) 

conceptualisation have signalled the importance and influence of different relational resources 
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in relation to personal engagement, especially the important role of the supervisor/line manager. 

This section will review relational resources in relation to personal engagement.  

While not adopting the ‘relational resources’ term, Kahn (1990) identified different aspects 

falling under the relational resources concept. The first one is interpersonal relationships. 

Interpersonal relationships are relationships at work that offer support, trust, flexibility, and 

openness and do not offer threat (Kahn, 1990). When individuals experience these kinds of 

relationships, they can feel secure at their place of work and employ their whole self in the job. 

The second influence Kahn (1990) originally identified is group and intergroup dynamics. 

Group roles, often informal and unconscious roles, helps an individual to safely express 

themselves. With these two aspects, Kahn (1990) within his original conceptualisation of 

personal engagement, signalled the importance and value of relational resources when 

experiencing engagement. This also comes back within his later work, where he prioritises 

focussing on those relational resources when researching engagement at work (Kahn, 2010; 

Kahn & Heaphy, 2014).  

After Kahn’s (1990) introduction of personal engagement, other scholars have identified the 

influence of relational resources when experiencing personal engagement. Fletcher (2017) 

signalled supervisor and co-worker support as influential when creating a safe environment in 

which the individual can foster engagement. This aspect was also confirmed in his later work 

in 2019. Davis and van der Heijden (2018) also stressed the importance of line manager support 

in relation to personal engagement.  

Besides co-workers and supervisors, Fletcher (2017) signalled the value of customer 

interactions, though only applicable for customer facing employees. He found that the 

cooperation aspects as well as the positive praise and feedback from the customer can create a 

sense of satisfaction and reward. These positive feelings can provide a large resource in relation 

to the individual engagement experience.  
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While Fletcher (2017) conceptualises management interactions under relational resources, 

when going into depth within Fletcher’s (2017) findings, there is no mention of this. While 

there is mention of the management style and norms, within the organisational 

hindrances/resources section. Therefore, within this research, management interaction will not 

be conceptualised under relational resources/hindrances but under organisational 

resources/hindrances.  

Davis and van der Heijden (2018) signalled work climate as a positive influence on personal 

engagement. A positive work climate stimulates positive relations which can act as a resource 

in regard to the engagement experience of the individual. Nonetheless, it could be debated that 

this positive work climate is enforced by the organisation the employee works for. In that case 

work climate should be an organisational resource. However, interpersonal relations are 

complex and therefore hard to enforce upon employees (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). Therefore, to 

really serve as a resource, the work climate should be built up by positive ‘relational resources’ 

and therefore, this influence was categorised under the relational resource header.  

3.2.3 Organisational resources 
 

Organisational resources could be divided into two main components: the actual resources 

provided by the organisation (e.g., soft and hardware, policy, workspace) and the utilisation of 

those provided resources by the individual. This section will discuss organisational resources 

in relation to personal engagement.  

Within his original personal engagement theory, Kahn (1990) identified management style and 

process as an influence. Within this influence Kahn (1990) influences the importance of 

leadership behaviours which show support, consistency, trust, and competence. The importance 

of leadership behaviours is slightly touched upon within the relational resources’ aspect in 

Fletcher’s (2017) concept, but not highlighted. This could be due to the insignificance of the 



Chapter 3: Personal engagement and its influences 

39 

 

influence of the management style on the personal engagement experience within his research. 

Nonetheless, because it was part of the original conceptualisation, it is mentioned here. As 

briefly explained within section 3.2.2, management style is conceptualised under organisational 

resources/hindrances since management is directly linked to the organisation and their policies 

and processes.  

Kahn (1990) also signalled organisational norms as safety related influences on personal 

engagement. Organisational norms are shared expectations from the organisation, to the 

employees relating their behaviours and emotions. When individuals’ behaviour falls within 

these ‘boundaries’ of norms, individuals tend to experience a safer feeling, compared to others 

who strayed outside these boundaries (Kahn, 1990). While organisational norms are an essential 

part of the organisational resources the employee receives, it can also influence relational 

resources since the organisational norms influences co-workers and supervisors as well. This 

aspect of organisational resources was also signalled by Rich et al. (2010). “When individuals 

believe that their personal values are congruent with those of the organization for which they 

work, they perceive that organizational role expectations are congruent with their preferred self-

images.” (Rich et al., 2010: 621). Value congruence was measured using an existing three item 

scale by Caldwell et al. (1990) which focused on the alignment of the individual’s values with 

the organisational values. 

Something which Kahn (1990) did not mention within his original conceptualisation is the 

importance of actual resources provided by the organisation, to the employee (Fletcher, 2017). 

An example of this is planning and progress. In other words, the targets an organisation puts on 

an employee or the chances or promotion an employee has. Key within these resources is the 

level of self-regulation and recovery within an employee experience (Fletcher, 2017).  

Rich et al. (2010) add a new influence on personal engagement, namely perceived 

organisational support. They integrate Kahn’s (1990) broader idea of a supportive and trusting 
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organisation as being positively related to the safety dimension and convert this idea into the 

already excising concept and scale of perceived organisational support. They state perceived 

organisational support as an important antecedent to personal engagement (Rich et al., 2010).   

Davis and van der Heijden (2018) found different i-deals (idiosyncratic-deals, i-deals are 

unique conditions of the employment situation, negotiated between the employee and their 

employer) related to the different dimensions of personal engagement. They identified 

employability/career development to contribute to the meaningfulness dimension through 

providing meaning and purpose to the work experience. This idea of career development is 

closely related to ‘achieving progress’ as identified by Fletcher (2017) as well as personal 

development (Fletcher, 2019).  

3.2.4 Personal resources 
 

Personal resources refer to an individual’s emotional well-being and personal agency (Bakker 

& Demerouti, 2008; May et al., 2004). In other words, the willingness to invest one’s own 

energies into the engagement experience (Kahn, 1990). This section of the review will discuss 

personal resources as an influence on personal engagement. 

Kahn (1990) relates personal resources to the availability dimension within his theory of 

personal engagement. He identified depletion of psychical and emotional energy, individual 

insecurity, and outside lives as influences on an individual’s availability to engage.  

Fletcher (2017) identifies Kahn’s (1990) influences as personal hindrances to engage, rather 

than resources. He identified ‘developing feelings of competence’ as personal resources to 

engage. Developing feelings of competence is closely related to core self-evaluations, a concept 

defined as individuals’ appraisals of their own worthiness, effectiveness, and capability as 

people (Judge et al., 1997). Employees with high core self-evaluations tend to be well adjusted, 

positive, self-confident, and efficacious (Rich et al., 2010). When an individual experiences 
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high core self-evaluations they have a greater ability to deal with demands and a larger amount 

of resources available to invest within their role.   

Davis and van der Heijden identified employee flexibility at work as a contributor to the 

availability dimension of personal engagement. They state that: “supporting employees to gain 

more work-life balance thus enabling them to bring more personal energies to their role” (Davis 

& van der Heijden, 2018:345). Where Fletcher (2017) only perceives outside lives as a 

hindrance, Davis and van der Heijden (2018) illustrate that it could be a resource as well.  

To recap, resources serve to enhance engagement through a motivational process (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2008; Fletcher, 2017; Lee et al., 2020). This section illustrated that different 

resources could enhance engagement within different contexts and situational levels (Fletcher, 

2017). An individual can even experience different resources, at different times, within their 

work experience.  

3.3 Hindrances 
 

Within the JD-R theory (job demands and resources), there are two types of demands: challenge 

demands and hindrance demands (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). Challenge demands could 

enhance engagement through for example challenging work. Hindrance demands can harm 

personal engagement through for example, abusive supervisors (Crawford et al., 2010; Fletcher, 

2017). Within the research in this thesis, the focus will be on hindrances rather than on demands 

(Fletcher, 2017). This is because within this conceptualisation, challenge demands could be a 

resource, while hindrance demands stays a hindrance. Furthermore, the applicability of 

applying hindrances and resources to personal engagement theory has been established by 

Fletcher (2017).  

This section will discuss four different types of hindrances: task; relational; organisational, and 

personal hindrances.  
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3.3.1 Task hindrances 
 

Task hindrances occur when there is a lack of task resources discussed in the previous section 

(Fletcher, 2017). Fletcher (2017) identified a lack of task variety and a low workload and work 

pressure as task hindrances, the opposite of the task resources. There are no other personal 

engagement scholars who identified any task hindrances. This is in line with the ‘positive’ 

attitude of the whole engagement literature stream which focusses mainly on positive 

antecedents to engagement and its outcomes, rather than negative influences.  

3.3.2 Relational hindrances 
 

Relational hindrances can make an employee feel insecure and disrespected about their role 

within the social context at work (Fletcher, 2017). This can reduce personal engagement.  

Similar to where relations functioned as a resource, supervisors, co-workers, and customers are 

the main actors. Four specific supervisor behaviours were identified which negatively affect 

personal engagement. Those behaviours are 1) unclear performance expectations, 2) restrictive 

practices, 3) undermining and disrespecting behaviour and 4) aggressive/dismissive 

communication style.  

Fletcher (2017) also identified four types of ‘relational hindrance’ behaviour from co-workers. 

1) reluctance to help, 2) poor feedback and recognition, 3) negative group climate and 4) 

violation of group norms (lack of effort).  

These aspects are reinforced by Reio and Sanders-Reio (2011) who found that co-worker and 

supervisor incivility can have a large negative impact on the safety experience of an individual 

and therefore also negative influence their personal engagement experience. 

The last relational hindrance comes from customer interaction. The aspects which were 

specifically ‘hindering’ to personal engagement development were lack of cooperation and poor 

feedback. The exact opposite of customer resources.  
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3.3.3 Organisational hindrances 
 

Organisational hindrances were the second main factor within Fletcher’s (2017) personal 

engagement research. Organisational hindrances are hindrances, imposed on the employee, by 

the organisation. These hindrances can lead to a reduced replenishment of energies and 

resources needed for employees to sustain personal engagement.  

Fletcher (2017) identified two main themes within organisational hindrances. The first one is 

hindrances from the physical environment, systems, and processes. These are aspects of the 

daily working life of the employee such as a noisy or crowded office and inefficiencies or 

breakdowns of systems. Furthermore, it includes the inefficiency of the management in decision 

making and the communication of this decision making.  

The second theme is hindrance from workloads and work pressures (Fletcher, 2017). Where 

workloads and work pressures could lead to an increase in personal engagement, they can also 

be cause for a reduction in personal engagement. This can happen when there are excessive or 

conflicting demands for example or having too little workload or demands. This can lead to a 

demotivated employee.  

3.3.4 Personal hindrances  
 

Personal hindrances are hindrances related to the individual’s nonwork roles, personal health 

and well-being and self-consciousness (Fletcher, 2017; Kahn, 1990). Kahn (1990) related these 

hindrances to the level of availability an individual must personally engage at work. Within the 

personal hindrance section, there were five hindrances identified: depletion of physical and 

emotional energy, individual insecurity, outside lives, personal health and wellbeing and feeling 

insecure and self-conscious.  

Depletion of physical and emotional energy was identified within Kahn (1990) original theory 

of personal engagement. Depletion of physical energy refers to an individual’s existing levels 
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of physical resources they can invest into their role. A difficulty when measuring this influence 

using a one-time survey for example, is that these levels vary from day to day, week to week 

(Fletcher, 2017; Fletcher et al., 2018). Therefore, the moment this survey is being completed, 

the current energy level could be measured as being the energy level as a standard. When having 

in-depth conversations with participants, they would be able to provide a better overview and 

average of their engagement status.  

Depletion of energies relates to the level of emotional resources one has available to put into 

their role (Kahn, 1990). Similarly, to psychical energies, these levels vary and are therefore 

challenging to measure through a self-complete survey. For example, when a nurse is asked to 

complete this survey right after a busy nightshift, the answers could be completely different to 

when this same nurse would complete the same survey on a quiet day shift.  When having 

qualitative in-depth conversations with participants, they could provide a more weighted and 

average, therefore realistic answer. Similarly, to Kahn’s (199) depletion of physical and 

emotional energies, Fletcher (2017) identified the hindrance personal health and well-being 

could have on an individual’s ability to engage.  

Another personal hindrance influence, identified by Kahn (1990) is outside life. This includes 

an individual’s outside work issues which leaves more or less room available to them to invest 

fully in their role. For example, when an individual is going through a divorce, this might leave 

less emotional room for their role investment at work. Fletcher (2017) also identifies outside 

lives as a potential hindrance to engagement. However, as discussed previously within section 

3.2.4, outside life can also be a resource (Davis & van der Heijden, 2018).  

Kahn (1990) also identified insecurity as a potential personal hindrance. Insecurity could be 

described as the levels of confidence an individual has in their own strengths, capabilities, and 

status. This influence is later also identified by May et al. (2002) and Fletcher (2017). 

Additionally, their fit within the social systems at work influence their individual level of 



Chapter 3: Personal engagement and its influences 

45 

 

insecurity. This also underlines the statement made within this research as well as others, that 

different influences are related to each other and influence each other (e.g., Fletcher, 2017; 

Kahn, 2010).  

To sum up, hindrances are aspects of an individual’s work experience which can harm one’s 

engagement experience (Fletcher, 2017). Within the personal engagement literature, 

organisational and personal hindrances were signalled as most influential.  

The following section will discuss another influence on the engagement experience, namely 

career stages.  

3.4 Engagement and career stages 
 

Section 3.1 identified different influences on personal engagement as researched within this 

engagement stream. Nonetheless, there could be other influences which are not identified or 

explored yet. One of these influences is career stages. While the acknowledgement of different 

characteristics and needs within different career stages has been around since the seventies, 

there is still little attention to this differentiation within the engagement literature (Conway, 

2014; Hall, 1976). “Just as there may be no universal best set of HR practices for every firm 

(...) there may be no one best set of practices for every employee within a firm” (Lepak & Snell, 

1999:45). Within the personal engagement literature, Reio and Sanders-Reio (2011) were 

surprised to find that not gender, as predicted, was significant to personal engagement but age. 

They found that the older the employee, the more engaged they were. This could also indicate 

that personal engagement manifests itself differently at different stages of a person’s life or 

career.  

Different career stages are characterised by different concerns and work motives and attitudes 

(Kooij & Boon, 2018). For example, in the early career stage, it is indicated that learning and 

exploration are most important (Mackay, 2018). Research shows that at mid-career the 
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importance shifts to establishing stability and growth. The last career stage is focused on 

extension of the work role and expanding involvement (Conway, 2004; Mackay, 2018). 

Super’s (1957) highly cited career development model consists of three career stages. The first 

stage is the establishment or exploration stage. During this stage, the employee is becoming 

acquainted within the new role and developing new competencies. Additionally, the employee 

is involved in organisational socialisation and gaining peer acceptance (Lynn et al., 1996). The 

second stage is the advancement stage. Within this stage, the career advances and the employee 

develops a stable work life and independence (Ornstein et al., 1989). Finally, in the maintenance 

stage, there is less emphasis on competition but larger concern for professional relationships 

(Conway, 2004; Lynn et al., 1996). Employees in this last stage seek more opportunities for 

involvement and meaning within their roles (Conway, 2004).  

In 1990, Super added to his 1957 theory that different career stages might occur at different 

ages for different people. Furthermore, if an individual might change organisation or 

occupation, they can go through the career stages more than once. While Super’s (1957) theory 

is relatively dated and there have been a lot of changes in the world of work since, it is still one 

of the most used career stage theories within human resource theory (Nagy et al., 2019; 

Hommelhoff et al., 2020). However, there are other options available, for example Dalton et al. 

(1977) identified four stages of professional careers: apprentice, colleague, mentor, and 

sponsor. Nonetheless, this model is based on the premises that the individual is making different 

promotions during their careers, which does not always have to be the case, for example, nurses 

have the same job, more or less for the whole length of their career.  
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Figure 3: Career stages by Super (1957) (Conway, 2004; Lynn et al., 1996; Ornstein et al., 1989) (compiled by the author). 

While these traditional models of careers (e.g., Super, 1980) are still the standard in today’s 

research and practice, those models have been based on predominantly male career experiences 

(Brown & Brooks, 1996; O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). The context of this research, nursing, is a 

predominantly female profession. Therefore, in order to critically discuss the traditional career 

stage models, the female career and its differences should be reviewed.  

O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005) identified three critical factors which make a women’s career 

fundamentally different compared to a male career. 1) Women have more family 

responsibilities which leads to a larger impact of those responsibilities on a women’s career 

(Burke, 2002). 2) Women’s developmental psychology research suggests a larger focus on 

relational aspects within a career (Fletcher, 1996). And 3) women’s under representation at 

higher organisational levels constrain career progress (Ely, 1995).  

O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005) identified three phases of a women’s career. Phase one, the early 

career (ages 24-35) is idealistic achievement. Women within this phase will base their career 

choices on the desire for career satisfaction, success, achievement, and their desire to have a 

positive impact on others. In this phase, women feel in charge of their career and have a self-
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focused perspective. While 9 out of 10 women within this phase did not have children yet, they 

were already debating the issue on how to combine career with a family.  

Phase two, the mid-career (ages 36-45) was named pragmatic endurance (O’Neil & Bilimoria, 

2005). Within this stage, women are pragmatic about their career choices and focussing on what 

needs to be done. Their careers have a high relational context. Furthermore, their work life is 

characterised by multiple responsibilities, both personally and professionally. Women within 

this stage of their career are most likely to be dissatisfied with their place of work and have a 

negative attitude towards their managers as well as their chances of career development. 

Women within this stage see their career as extensions of themselves and their identities are 

closely linked to what work they do. The ticking biological clock and the finality of the choice 

of whether to have children affects their career choices as well as their whole lives.  

The last phase, phase 3 (ages 46-60) is reinventive contribution. Women in this stage of their 

career are focussed on contributing to their place of work, family and community. A career is 

seen as a learning opportunity and a chance to make a difference in the lives of others. Success 

for women in this career stage is about recognition, respect and meaningfulness.  

Though there are some overlaps with the traditional career stage models (e.g., focus on 

meaningful professional relations within the last career stage), there are also some 

fundamentally different aspects of a career to be taken into consideration, the main one being 

the work-life balance.  

Besides different career stages and characteristics, scholars found that there are also different 

aspects of career success between men and women. Traditionally, through the male lens and 

traditional career stage models (e.g., Super, 1980) career success has been viewed through 

objective measures such as speed of promotion, position, status, or salary (Hopkins et al., 2006; 

Kaše et al., 2020; O’Neil et al., 2004). Subjective measures of success such as being well liked 
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or developing successful relationships and networks are found to be just as important to 

achieving success as well as more relatable to women (Hopkins et al., 2006; Lyness & 

Thompson, 2000). Because women predominantly experience these subjective career 

successes, this can experience their personal engagement experience since the aspect which 

they derive engagement from is built on relations and networks (O’Neil et al., 2004). Where 

men are more focusses on objective career successes such as status or salary in order to 

experience engagement. 

In the 70s and 80s, the idea of employees experiencing different needs and motivations within 

different career stages emerged. For example, Cron and Slocum (1986) researched the influence 

of career stages on salespeople’s attitudes, perceptions, and performance. They found that 

individuals within the exploratory stage of their career were less motivated and had lower 

performance than individuals within the other career stages. Additionally, they found that the 

further on someone was in their career, the more successful they became. Nonetheless, there 

have been a lot of changes in the world of work since 1986. The internet changed the character 

of work, furthermore, more women are involved in work now, compared to 1986. Additionally, 

the world view of a ‘successful’ career changed, incorporating a work-home balance for 

example (Davis & van der Heijden, 2018).  

There is also some evidence that work attitude changes during an employee’s career (Conway, 

2004). For example, research suggests that the need for organisational rewards such as 

promotion or pay, decrease with age (Meyer, 2001). Additionally, a different piece of research 

shows that work stress is highest for employees in their early career and decreases throughout 

their career (Carlson & Rotondo, 2001). Nonetheless, the majority of this research is undertaken 

with a sample of salespeople and does not consider other lines of work or sectors. Furthermore, 

as said before, it has been over twenty years since this research was undertaken and since then 

the world of work has changed significantly. This is due to the introduction of the computer, 
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internet, and involvement of technology, also in the healthcare industry. Employees are more 

flexible when it comes to their employers and tenures are getting shorter (Tarki & Malm, 2020). 

Additionally, since research has shown that an employee’s attitude changes throughout their 

career, it could be that their engagement changes as well, or manifests itself in different ways.  

Kooij and Boon (2018) found that human resource efforts mainly have a significant effect on 

commitment when employees are in the last stage (maintenance) of their careers. However, 

there are also researchers that claim that employee age has little effect on their reaction to 

human resource efforts (Mackay, 2018). They claim that it is therefore not beneficial enough to 

tailor human resource strategic decisions according to employees’ career stage (Mackay, 2018). 

Nonetheless, commitment is limited as a construct and does not take all the dimensions of 

engagement into consideration. In depth qualitative research could explore this relation in a 

way that could deepen the model of personal engagement and even create a new model of 

engagement, in relation to the different career stages.   

Davis and van der Heijden (2018) used the personal engagement (Kahn, 1990) adaptation in 

their research regarding i-deals (idiosyncratic-deals, i-deals are unique conditions of the 

employment situation, negotiated between the employee and their employer), the psychological 

contract and engagement. While this was not a key conclusion nor aim within their research, 

they interviewed different groups of employees within their research (non-professionals, 

professionals, and managers). They did find different i-deals and therefore influences on 

engagement, which were important for the employees, within the different roles. For example, 

with the non-professionals, re-deployment and career development was key while the managers 

value flexibility within their role. This research indicated that there are different i-deals related 

to personal engagement within different roles. This could also indicate that the engagement 

experience is different for different individuals in different stages of their career.  
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3.4.1 Life-span approach  
 

Within the personal engagement literature stream, there is only one article (Davis & van der 

Heijden, 2018) who incorporates personal engagement with a sample of different career stages 

within their research. Yet it was not their aim, nor research question. However, within the work 

engagement stream, there are a few examples of scholars who incorporated the idea of career 

and life stage within their research. They follow the life-span approach (Salmela-Aro & 

Upadyaya, 2018). The life-span approach follows the life stage of the employee and relates this 

to the resources, opportunities and demands that are related to this life stage. They link this to 

the ability to engage at work. While this conceptualisation is different from the personal 

engagement conceptualisation, it could be interesting to compare antecedents since the concepts 

of work and personal engagement are related. This section will discuss the work engagement 

articles related to the life-span approach.  

Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya (2018) investigated the role of demands and resources within work 

engagement and burnout, at different career stages. They adopt the ‘life span approach’. This 

approach builds on the premise that an individual has limited resources available and that 

opportunities and demands arise and individuals choose how to distribute those limited 

resources (Baltes & Dickson, 2001). The concept proposes that life stage influences career 

development, working and family conditions (Demerouti et al., 2012). For example, an 

individual who is at the start of their career has not yet accumulated a lot of resources (income, 

network, experience) (Demerouti et al., 2012; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018). Another 

example is that a person within a later life stage has more care giver demands such as young 

children or elderly parents. According to the life-span model, these different personal demands 

and resources are related to work engagement and burnout (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018).  

Different to the career stages models (e.g., Super, 1957; Dalton et al., 1977), the life-span 

approach is related to life phase, rather can career stage. Therefore, the items tested within these 
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quantitative models are more related to the personal life of the individual, such as income and 

illnesses (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018). While incorporating the personal life of an 

employee within work engagement is a novel concept, within the conceptualisation of personal 

engagement, the whole self of the employee is taken into consideration, hence, the personal life 

is automatically being considered as well.  

Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya (2018) used occupational health services employees as their 

sample, interestingly, very related to the sample used in this research. They found that younger 

employees tend to suffer from burnout symptoms more than older employees. A main reason 

for this could be economic problems but it could also be related to their need for learning, 

improving, and performing on this new job. Furthermore, they found that work engagement 

increases with age. However, this can be a result of older employees fulfilling more senior roles 

as their sample included different organisational roles. To conclude, they found that the 

different career stages of an individual have a clear effect on their work-related engagement 

and burnout.  

While the articles above all adopt the work engagement approach, it is interesting to see that 

they do identify different needs, demands and resources within different life stages of 

employees. This could provide a theorisation that this is similar within career stages and 

personal engagement. While the concepts are different and have different epistemological 

backgrounds, they are built on the same idea. Additionally, Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya (2018) 

acknowledge the research gap in this area.  

3.4.2 Career stages and healthcare  
 

There are a few pieces of research which combine the idea of career stages with the context of 

healthcare. Since healthcare is the context of this research and the literature review so far has 

established the importance of context within engagement research, it is useful to signal these 
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articles. This will provide a better understanding of how career stages affects individuals within 

the healthcare sector.  

Clancy et al. (2007) researched role development within career stages with addiction nurses. 

They found the first stage of a nurse’s career as most distressing due to the absence of specific 

knowledge and skills. They also acknowledged the influence of mentoring within later stages 

of an individual’s career, similar to Super’s (1957) career stages definition. While this research 

was not specifically linked to engagement as such, it did specify different career stages.  

Goštautaitė et al. (2020) researched the role of a ‘calling’ in relation to burnout with healthcare 

workers. Within this research, they used the concept of ‘career stage’ as a moderator. 

Motivation for this inclusion is related to the life-span concept, discussed above, namely, 

individuals within different career stages have different resources available. They found that 

employees with a stronger feeling of calling, experienced less burnout. Additionally, they found 

that the feeling of calling was stronger for older individuals, compared to their younger 

colleagues. While this article focusses on burnout, rather than engagement, it is still interesting 

to evaluate results with this related concept, within the healthcare context.  

Heinrichs et al. (2020) followed junior doctors in their longitudinal study, over a ten-year 

period. They found that especially in the early, job starting stages, individuals experience high 

levels of stress and extra attention must be paid to their well-being (Heinrichs et al., 2020).  

While there are only a limited number of articles available that discuss engagement or 

engagement related topics within the healthcare sector, there are a few reoccurring themes. 

First, the research seems to indicate that stress and burnout are mostly affecting individuals 

within the early stages of their careers. Furthermore, if someone experiences a ‘calling’, a 

related concept to the meaningfulness dimension of the personal engagement (Kahn, 1990) 

concept, they are less likely to experience burnout.  
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3.4.3 Careers theoretical framework 
 

My research adopts Super’s (1957;1980) theory of careers. This subsection will briefly look 

backwards into how Super developed his theory and then forward on how this piece of careers 

theory will be used within this thesis and how this thesis will contribute to the career theory. 

This research will contribute to the career’s theory by applying the theory to a sample of 

employees who occupy the same job role, for their whole careers. Furthermore, it will highlight 

the differences within the engagement experience over different career stages. 

A career can be defined as “a sequence of positions held during the course of a lifetime” (Super, 

1980: 285). The word career comes from the Latin word carrus which means a cart of chariot. 

This is related to the other Latin word, cararia, which means road. This led to carriere and 

career. The careers research stream indicated that employees attitudes, choices and needs vary 

between career stages (Lam et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2011; Post et al., 2013).  

Super created his career’s theory in 1957, he called it a life-span, life-space approach to career 

development. In 1980, he updated his theory however, in light of today’s world, the theory is 

still somewhat dated. This dated view is visible through, for example, a situation he uses in his 

1980 article, namely, a distressed husband because he married a better-educated woman (Super, 

1980).  

Super’s (1957) theory really gained momentum around 1970-1990 where his theory was applied 

to identify different characteristics and motivational sources for different career stages (e.g. 

Cron & Slocum, 1986, Ornstein et al., 1989). Nonetheless, as the literature review suggested, 

more recently, the idea of different career stages has been linked to engagement as well with 

the life-span approach within the work engagement stream (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018).  

Super’s theory (1957) is still one of the most used theories within HRM research (Nagy et al., 

2019; Hommelhoff et al., 2020). Another popular careers theory is from Dalton et al. (1977). 
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They identified four stages of professional careers: apprentice, colleague, mentor, and sponsor. 

Nonetheless, while Super (1957) also assumes promotions within a career, Dalton et al’s (1977) 

whole theory is based around progress within a career. Within the context and sample of this 

research, this would not be appropriate.  

Furthermore, as section 3.4 discussed, the nursing profession is a predominantly female 

profession, hence the inclusion of a female based career stage theory within the literature review 

(O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). Nonetheless, within the context of this study, almost one-third of 

the sample is male. This limits the suitability for this female only career stage theory as the 

main framework. Nonetheless, this theory can be used to illustrate the differences between the 

male and female career as well as to illustrate how the traditional careers theory differs from 

this female career stage theory.  

Super’s careers theory is built on the idea that individuals play different roles in life, progressing 

as they mature (Super, 1980). This could be the role of a child, teenager or pensioner. One 

individual can play different roles, the teenager also goes to school, has a part-time job and is 

the daughter to his parents. Super (1980) uses four principal ‘theatres’ and nine major roles. 

The nine roles are: child, student, leisurite, citizen, worker, spouse, homemaker, parent and 

pensioner. But there are more roles that can be identified such as sibling, lover or criminal. Not 

everyone plays all roles. The four theatres which Super (1980) defined are: the home, the 

community, the school and the workplace. This research focusses on the last ‘theatre’: the 

workplace, however, acknowledges the other theatres the individual is involved in.  

Super (1980) stated that playing a number of different roles at the same time (e.g., spouse, 

worker and parent) can result in role conflict. However, he also said that playing more than one 

role can balance activity and result in a more balanced and satisfying life. 
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Super’s theory can be considered a traditional, US style theory, due to its standardisation of an 

individual’s life, from child, to parent to elderly person. Additionally, the US style theories are 

generally focussed on a more rigid and hierarchical organisational style which is different from 

the more informal and horizontal organisational structure of the European context of my 

research. Furthermore, Super’s (1980) such as most career theories, assumes linear progression 

in the form of promotion, within a career (Sullivan & Baruch, 2009). Nonetheless, this theory 

does offer flexibility as well as centralises the different roles an individual ‘plays’ within 

different theatres, even outside work. While this research is focussed on the work ‘theatre’, it 

does acknowledge that the roles the individual plays outside this work ‘theatre’ do not 

automatically disappear when they walk through their employers doors. This perspective aligns 

well with the notion of personal engagement theory because personal engagement theory 

acknowledges the whole self, not just the work aspect of the individual (Kahn, 1990).  

Within this research I will use the different career stages defined by Super (1957) in a flexible 

way. I will only use the stages related to the work ‘theatre’ namely: exploratory, advancement 

and maintenance stage. I will align the individual with a certain career stage, based on my 

findings, related to the characteristics of a specific career stage. Therefore, career stage theory 

will be a theory, applied to personal engagement theory, where personal engagement theory is 

the dominant theory. Within this research, there are limited official guidelines (such as 

promotions) on where an individual is within their career. Therefore, within this research, I will 

have to base the different career stages on the gathered findings and link those to the 

characteristics of each career stage.  

To contribute to the career theory, which assumes a series of climbing positions throughout 

someone’s career, this research focusses on individuals who have and will hold the same 

position throughout their whole careers (Sullivan & Baruch, 2009). There are some sectors (e.g. 

nursing, teaching or logistical work) where an individual does not progress throughout their 
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careers, but occupy the same job role, their whole career. Therefore, this research will advance 

careers theory by exploring the engagement experience of individuals who does not advance 

throughout their careers. 

Additionally, while the idea of adopting the idea of career stages to engagement theory is not 

new (e.g., Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018), using Super’s (1957) theory on the personal 

engagement theory is. It will therefore advance both careers theory and personal engagement 

theory by identifying how engagement is experienced within different career stages and how 

this engagement experience is influenced. 

3.5 Conclusion 
 

While the research on personal engagement is limited, there are many different influences on 

the personal engagement experience identified. To categorise these different influences I have 

used the resources and hindrances concept by personal engagement scholar Fletcher (2017). 

There are four types of resources and hindrances: task; relational; organisational, and personal. 

The idea of resources and hindrances is drawn from the JD-R theory (job demands and resources 

theory). (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). The JD-R theory, according to scholars (e.g., Crawford 

et al., 2010; Fletcher, 2017; Saks & Gruman, 2014), is the best theory when investigating 

antecedent factors on engagement at work (Bailey et al., 2015). My review indicated that 

relational and organisational resources and organisational and personal hindrances are the most 

influential on the engagement experience (e.g., Fletcher, 2017; Davis & van der Heijden, 2018; 

Kahn, 1990; Rich et al., 2010). 

While the original conceptualisation by Kahn (1990) three dimensions are identified: safety, 

meaningfulness and availability, this categorisation is not adopted within the research. The 

reason for this is because many different antecedents affect more than one dimension (e.g., 

Fletcher, 2017; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011). For example, supervisor incivility affects the 
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safety and the availability dimension (Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011). Though this is a natural 

consequence as the nature of engagement is fluctuating and different influences affect each 

other, it does complicate the theory. As personal engagement already is complex, hard to 

visualise and difficult to define, these overlaps make it even more complex. By adopting the 

resources and hindrances structure, these overlaps do not occur as well as the different 

categories within resources and hindrances (task, relational, personal and organisational) make 

it easier to categorise and visualise.  

The concept of career stages in relation to the engagement stream has received some academic 

attention. The work engagement stream adopted the life-span approach which recognises a 

slightly different but related conceptualisation in comparison with career stages and personal 

engagement.  Similar to the personal engagement conceptualisation, the work engagement life-

span approach recognises the whole individual, something which the work engagement 

conceptualisation traditionally does not. The literature found evidence of a larger issues 

concerning well-being and burn out in the early career stages and more commitment, the later 

the career stage (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018) Nonetheless, this section established the 

different characters, resources and demands an individual experiences throughout different 

phases of their careers. This indicates a gap in the literature and an opportunity for further 

exploration.  

The following chapter will review the literature on engagement within the context of my 

research: the healthcare sector.  

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4: Context: Engagement within the healthcare sector 

59 

 

Chapter 4: Context: Engagement within the healthcare 

sector 

The relevance of context, especially sectorial context, when researching psychological and 

behavioural phenomena within organisations has been underlined by recent HRM articles (e.g., 

Cooke, 2018; Fletcher et al., 2020). Especially when researching the experience of engagement, 

features of industrial and organisational context are likely to shape organisational behaviour 

(Fletcher, 2020). This chapter argues the importance of context within research, something 

which is especially relevant within the personal engagement theory (Fletcher et al., 2020). The 

current engagement research within the healthcare field focusses mainly on the high numbers 

of stress and disengagement (e.g., Bailey et al., 2015; Schaufeli et al., 2002). This emphasises 

the importance and need of engagement research within this sector, also referring to the social 

impact of the healthcare sector (van der Aa, 2019). Exploring the engagement experience within 

the healthcare context of the Netherlands will contribute to the academic engagement discussion 

within this field as well as have practical impact.  

This third and last literature review chapter aims to look back at literature regarding engagement 

and the healthcare sector. To recap, the aim of this research is to explore the individual 

engagement experience. This research focuses on how this engagement experience works and 

what influences this experience at an individual level. To achieve this aim, exploratory research 

within a healthcare setting was carried out. The following exploratory research questions are 

formulated: 

1. How does an individual experience engagement at work? 

2. What factors influence the experience engagement at work, for an individual?  

3.  How does career stage influence the individual engagement experience at work? 
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This literature chapter does not focus on one research question in particular, it rather aims to 

contextualise the research. First, engagement research within the healthcare sector will be 

discussed, followed by a specific review of work engagement within the healthcare sector. 

Though work engagement will not be the adopted theory within this thesis, there is a lot of 

empirical research within the healthcare sector which adopts the work engagement approach 

(Fletcher et al., 2020). To successfully contextualise engagement within this healthcare sector, 

it will be beneficial to look back and critically evaluate work engagement research within this 

same sector.  

4.1 Engagement within the healthcare sector 
 

Healthcare is a sector which is constantly changing. Cost minimization in health services has 

led to shorter hospital stays which resulted to intensified work for hospital employees (Burke, 

2005; Richter et al., 2007). Healthcare restructuring led to a smaller number of nurses per 

patient which can result in increased pressure, demands and stress (Richter et al., 2007). All 

these factors could be negatively related to engagement. Due to that negative relation, most of 

the ‘engagement’ literature focussed on healthcare concentrates on disengagement (burnout) 

rather than engagement (Schaufeli et al., 2002; Bailey et al., 2015). Nonetheless, the 

characteristics of the healthcare sector makes it a challenging but interesting sector to research 

in relation to engagement. This section discusses engagement and disengagement in the 

healthcare sector. Furthermore, research gaps will be identified and argued.  

The healthcare sector in The Netherlands is a public/semi-public organisation. Public and semi-

public organisations tend to be associated with bureaucratic structures, political leadership, and 

limited decision-making authority for employees (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011). Apart from these 

negatively associated organisational characteristics, research has also identified characteristics 

of individuals who choose to work in these public organisations. Baarspul and Wilderom (2011) 

executed an extensive literature review and found that employees within the public sector have 
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a higher sense of community service, prefer intrinsic over extrinsic rewards and value job 

security. Furthermore, public sector employees are motivated by providing public service, 

doing something good, as well as the social value of their jobs (Bullock et al., 2015).  

Individuals who want to make the world a better place are attracted to public sector and 

therefore the healthcare sector (Bakker, 2015). As a result, the approach taken by HRM 

professionals when facilitating engagement might be different within the public, compared to 

the private sector context (Fletcher et al., 2020). For example, performance related pay might 

be useful with private sector employees but because public sector employees have different 

motives for employment, these interventions might not work for them (Fletcher, 2020). 

Therefore, engagement in the (semi) public sector differs from engagement in the public sector, 

especially regarding motivational implications (Fletcher et al., 2020).  

While the character of the sector might be different, the urgency of engagement in the healthcare 

sector is an important talking point within Dutch media and politics. While the Dutch 

newspaper Algemeen Dagblad, reports in May 2019 that the staff shortages are shrinking due 

to new employees and individuals re-entering work (van der Aa, 2019), Dutch Ministers are 

worried about the ascending levels of sick leave and retention numbers. This worry is also 

shared by Sonja Kersten, who is the director of the professional association for nurses in the 

Netherlands (Kersten, 2019). She claims that it is a priority to improve the position of nurses in 

healthcare and to stimulate employers to be good employers. She claims that if you focus on 

retaining employees, the flow of new nurses will follow naturally: “Satisfied employees will 

draw new employees” is her motto (Kersten, 2019:2).  

A nursing career within the Dutch context is a flat career with limited to no vertical career 

options and does not offer opportunities to nurses to enter the private sector (van der Aa, 2019). 

In comparison, in the UK, through recent reforms and changes in workforce strategies, vertical 

career options were introduced (NHS, 2021). The purpose of these changes was to enhance 
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retention and increase attraction for potential employees to enter into the field of nursing. In the 

Netherlands, though there have been governmental plans to increase the attraction of the nursing 

field through reform in the nursing career and positions, this initial plan (BIGII) has been 

rejected by the parliament in 2020 and is currently being rewritten (Rusch, 2020; van Boekholt, 

2019). 

Academic and practitioner literature agrees that burnout is a common phenomenon amongst 

nurses and others employed in the healthcare sector (e.g., Jennings, 2008; Kersten, 2019; 

Laschinger & Leiter, 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2002). There can be different sources of burnout, 

common sources are: overloaded work schedule, lack of control or performing tasks which are 

in conflict with the individual’s values. Others acknowledge external features such as childcare, 

personal relations or financial struggles for example, to the high number of burnout cases in 

healthcare (Jennings, 2008). Nursing is a predominantly female profession and women still 

juggle multiple domestic roles out of work (Annandale & Hunt, 2000; Bregman, 2017; Read & 

Gorman, 2006). This combination of on-the-job stress and domestic tasks creates a higher 

likelihood for burnout.  

Burnout within the nursing profession has been extensively researched (e.g., Aiken et al., 2002; 

Bakker et al., 2000; Iskera-Golec et al., 1996; Laschinger et al., 2009). The majority of these 

research projects are quantitatively measured, sometimes using data gathered for different 

purposes (e.g., staff satisfaction surveys). These projects measure burnout in relation to shift 

work, hours at work, fatigue, and domestic impact. Additionally, they show that employees who 

are overworked, stressed and burnout, are more prone to make medical mistakes (e.g., Aiken et 

al., 2002; Elfering et al., 2011; Landrigan et al., 2004; Laschinger & Leiter, 2006; Trinkoff et 

al., 2011). In the healthcare sector burnout does not only have financial consequences but can 

also mean the difference between life and death. While burnout is not the focus of this research, 

it is a related (work engagement) concept and therefore touched on within this review. 
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No study has explored what engagement means for nurses personally and asked them about the 

impact it has had on their lives. Nor have they enquired about what could be improved for them 

to be happier, less stressed, and more engaged at work. Most of the research on engagement 

within healthcare is practitioner based which has led to a focus on managerial issues instead of 

theory development (Bailey et al., 2015). This gap in the research is something that is also 

acknowledged in the editorial of one of the world leading journals on nursing research, the 

Journal of Advanced Nursing. In a recent editorial they encourage the use of in-depth qualitative 

research to gather richer data, even within normally purely quantitative methods such as 

randomised controlled trails (Sasso et al., 2019).  

4.2 Work engagement: healthcare context 
 

While the previous paragraphs indicated the dominance of quantitative measures, the focus on 

burnout and lack of in-depth research, there is a lot of research, within the healthcare context, 

with the work engagement conceptualisation (Fletcher et al., 2020). While this is not 

conceptually the same as the personal engagement conceptualisation, it is related and it will be 

informative to review the antecedents and outcomes of this related concept, within the same 

context. This sub-section will review the work engagement literature which incorporates the 

healthcare sector context.  

Abdelhadi and Drach-Zahavy (2012) found that the context of the nurses’ ward and this service 

climate, positively affects work engagement as well as the nurses’ patient centred care 

behaviour. While their research incorporates a classic work engagement view which solely 

focusses on outcomes, it does provide information regarding ward and departmental context in 

relation to the individual engagement experience. It might be interesting to investigate in-depth 

to how this ward context influences the individual experience.  



Chapter 4: Context: Engagement within the healthcare sector 

64 

 

Nguyen et al. (2018) found that organisational change has a negative effect on work 

engagement amongst nurses. They also found that if participants were able to participate in the 

decision-making process, they were less cynical about the organisational change. This 

participation provides a sense of control which positively affects the employees attitude towards 

the organisational change.  

Brunetto et al. (2016) compared different workplace environment of nurses in Italy and Austria 

in both public and private hospitals. They found that low satisfaction with supervisor, work 

harassment led to lower work engagement and a poorer psychological well-being. This research 

signals the important of workplace relationships and the effect of a poor workplace relationship 

on engagement and well-being. Interestingly, this research also signals the importance of 

supervisor relations, something which is also addressed by different personal engagement 

scholars (e.g., Fletcher & Schofield, 2019; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011) 

Anacarani et al., (2018) studied the link between organisational climate and work engagement 

in hospitals. They found a positive association between an organisational climate which 

supports employee autonomy, empowerment and well-being and work engagement. A negative 

association was drawn between work engagement and an organisational climate based on 

efficiency and goal attainment.  

Fletcher et al. (2018b) wrote a research note on the resources and demands in relation to staff 

turnover within the English healthcare sector. The JD-R model, job demands-resources, is 

model, stemming from the work engagement conceptualisation (Demerouti et al., 2001). They 

found that job demands and resources must be balanced in order to minimise staff turnover. 

They found that when there is a low demand and low resources, staff turnover might be low but 

there might be underlying issues regarding lack of motivation and performance.  



Chapter 4: Context: Engagement within the healthcare sector 

65 

 

Noesgaard and Hansen (2018) qualitatively research work engagement within a healthcare 

setting. Their research focussed on job characteristics and how these characteristics have both 

a positive and negative effect on work engagement. They found that job characteristics; 

‘optimization’, ‘helping others’ and ‘emotional work’, can both negatively and positively affect 

the work engagement experience. The positive effect of both ‘helping others’ and ‘emotional 

work’ is positively related to meaningfulness within the job. Where the negative side of these 

job characteristics leads to self-sacrifice and a need for oppressing one’s own feelings. While 

this article adopts the work engagement concept, they do signal the relevance of 

‘meaningfulness’ especially in relation to meaningful work, as in the healthcare sector. 

However, interestingly, Noesgaard and Hansen (2018) signal the negative side of 

meaningfulness, how this aspect can have both a positive and a negative impact on the 

individual engagement experience.   

4.3 Conclusion 
 

Chapter 2, 3 and 4 illustrated the relevance of context within HRM and specifically engagement 

research (e.g., Cooke, 2018; Fletcher et al., 2020) Within the sectorial context of this research: 

the healthcare sector, the majority of the research is focussed on disengagement (burnout) rather 

than engagement. (e.g. Bailey et al., 2015; Schaufeli et al., 2002). While there is some work 

engagement research within the healthcare sector available, there is no personal engagement 

research which is based within this context. While there is a need for engaged nurses in 

reference to the social impact of healthcare and its employees (van der Aa, 2019). Therefore, 

this research will fill the gap on in-depth qualitative research which focuses on engagement 

rather than disengagement within a healthcare context.  

Within the work engagement literature stream there are some researchers who have explored 

work engagement within a healthcare context (e.g. Noesgaard and Hansen, 2018; Nguyen et 

al., 2018). They found that departmental work climate, organisational change, supervisor 
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influence and meaningful work can influence the individual engagement experience. 

Nonetheless, it would be beneficial for the personal engagement theory to investigate if these 

factors have an influence within personal engagement theory as well. Furthermore, in-depth 

qualitative research can also explore new influences, which have not been signalled before. 

Additionally, by investigating the personal engagement experience, not only the antecedent or 

outcomes will be identified by also the experience of engagement in itself. As a result, the 

personal theory will be advanced by more in-depth knowledge on the individual engagement 

experience and its influences.  

The following chapter will outline the methodology of this research.  
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Chapter 5: Methodology 

Qualitative research allows for in-depth, exploratory and rich data which helps understand the 

engagement experience of employees (Cunliffe, 2011). Within qualitative data it is key to 

develop a strong and balanced methodology (Jonsen, 2018). A strong and balanced 

methodology includes an active reflexivity and a detailed description of the data collection and 

analysing processes (Mason, 2011). Within this methodology chapter I will outline the methods 

utilised within this thesis. 

To recap, the aim of this research is to examine how individuals experience engagement and 

what influences this experience at different career stages. To achieve this aim, exploratory 

research within a healthcare setting was carried out.   

The research is based on the following research questions: 

1. How does an individual experience engagement at work? 

2. What factors influence the individual’s experience engagement at work?  

3.  How does career stage influence the individual engagement experience at work? 

 

The chapter will outline how the theoretical framework will be operationalised within this 

research.  

Figure 4 below provides a visual summary of how the methodology of this thesis was built. 

This chapter will go into detail on the different steps that have been taken regarding 

operationalising this methodology.  
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Figure 4: Figure illustrating the methodology of this thesis. (Adapted from: Traeger et al., 2021; compiled by the author)  

The next section outlines the philosophical approach of this research project. This is followed 

by a discussion of reflexivity. Reflexivity allows to describe the interaction between myself as 

a researcher and the research participants. Including reflexivity increases the creditability of my 

work and also deepens the understanding of the research (Dodgson, 2019). This is followed by 

descriptions of methods used, including data collection, and data analysis. This chapter will 

conclude with a description of the research ethics and an outline of the research context. 

5.1 Philosophical approach 
 

To understand the methodology of this research, the philosophical approach needs to be 

explained and discussed first. Especially within this qualitative, critical and exploratory 

research design, it is crucial to have this philosophical discussion to really understand the 

process of knowledge production (Jonsen, 2018). First, the ontological and epistemological 

stances are discussed and evaluated. Second, the implications of these stances are discussed.  
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Ontology and epistemology are philosophical terms, concerned with knowledge and the 

production of knowledge (Mason, 2011). To understand my research and my findings, it is key 

to explain ‘my social reality’. Within this research, the subjective approaches interpretivism 

and social constructivism are being utilised and therefore discussed in this section (Bryman & 

Bell, 2007).  

The starting point of discussing my philosophical approach is subjectivism. Subjectivism 

believes that knowledge is subjective (Bryman & Bell, 2007; Mason, 2011). There is no 

objective truth, it simply does not exist. Incorporating subjectivism within my research means 

that the knowledge I try to create is not an objective truth. It is merely a reflection of the data 

and my interpretation of that data. Subjectivism suits the character of this research because it 

allows me, as a researcher to look critically to excising research as well as towards my collected 

data. Furthermore, due to the exploratory nature of this research, subjectivism allows me to 

evaluate the data according to what I see and what the participants share, not to what I or anyone 

believes is the truth.  

Building on the subjectivism view, I adopt an interpretivist stance within this research. As an 

interpretivist I am keen to understand the social world that individuals have produced and are 

re-producing through their continuing activities (Blaikie, 2000). I am interested in their 

everyday reality and the meaning social individuals give to their actions, other people’s actions 

and social situations (Mason, 2011). Within this research I searched for the ‘insider’s view’ 

(Blaikie, 2000). This ‘insider’s view’ can be achieved through the interpretivist perspective 

where an “understanding of the social world through an examination of the interpretation of the 

world by its participants” (Bryman and Bell, 2007:402).  

The social constructivist epistemology complements the interpretivist ontology perspective. 

Constructivism theory suggest that individuals create their reality from the world that they live 

in. However, what is perceived as reality by the individual, does not have to be real. Reality is 



Chapter 5: Methodology 

70 

 

what individuals make it to be, constructed from the environment that they are in (Young & 

Collin, 2004). The biggest difference between constructivism and social constructivism is that 

social constructivism has a social focus. Knowledge is the product of social interactions 

(Gasper, 1999).  

Social constructivism stresses the important impact the social world has on individual’s reality. 

Individuals work together to derive meaning from the environment that they are in, in doing so, 

they create a reality, within that environment. The social constructivist view specially 

emphasises the power of shared experiences in order to create understanding and meaning 

(Mason, 2011). These shared experiences are especially important within this research since 

engagement is taking place at the working place. This working place is in essence a place where 

individuals have shared experiences. An experience of one employee cannot be seen as a 

completely separate entity as their experience is partly made up of their colleagues and patients 

in this case. 

Within this research, I am interested in people’s perspectives, this incorporates feelings, 

reactions, differences and similarities (Cunliffe, 2011). To understand these people’s 

perspectives, it is important to consider their social world and the impact it has on the 

individual’s reality. It is the heart of this research since it aims to explore the individual 

experience. That individual experience is built within the social world and the meaning that is 

derived of that social world.  

Burr (1995) identified key assumptions of the social constructivism epistemology. The first 

belief is that knowledge exists because of experience, not because it is presented to us. Second, 

individuals within different cultures can create different meaning of the ‘same’ things. For 

example, marijuana is legal in the Netherlands. Anyone in the Netherlands can smoke 

marijuana, wherever and whenever they like. Where in England, smoking marijuana is 

considered a crime and a person, doing the exact same thing, could go to prison. Third, 
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knowledge is transferred through social processes. This process could be different, depending 

on the individual. Knowledge transfer depends on communication and understanding but strong 

social processes could enforce the knowledge transfer. The last assumption is that reality can 

only ever be a social construct. Reality cannot exist solely by individual actions because 

individual actions respond to each other.  

Within this research, my approach to inquiry as social constructivist, highlights the individual 

experience of the employee, as part of the larger social construct (Levitt et al., 2018). This to 

explore how individuals experience engagement at work and the role of the work environment 

within this experience. Furthermore, factors influencing this experience are explored and to 

understand this process it is key to identify that their reality is shaped by social processes.   

The implications of this philosophical stance of social constructivist means that this research 

will not offer hard truths or test hypotheses, since this stance believes that there is no one truth. 

It implicates that this exploration is an overview of my interpretation of the employee’s 

individual experience of engagement. This research will consider the social constructs of the 

participant’s environment, supported by the observations which are complimentary to the 

individual interviews.  

5.2 Structured antagonism 
 

As a result of incorporating structured antagonism as a critical lens through which the data 

within this research is viewed, this section will explain how and why this stance is utilised. This 

stance is included in this section of the thesis since it impacts how I have executed this research 

as well as how I view data. Furthermore, it is important to share the characteristics and 

boundaries of this theory in order to fully comprehend how I utilised this theory. Structured 

antagonism is a critical stance of looking at organisations and employees (Arrowsmith & 

Parker, 2017). This section will look forward onto how this stance will be used within this thesis 
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as well as how this thesis will advance the theory of personal engagement by incorporating 

structured antagonism.  

Structured antagonism, as articulated in section 2.1 of the literature review, acknowledges that 

there is a mutual dependency between organisation and employee but that this relation is 

characterised by conflicting goals and interest as well as being based on an unequal power 

relationship (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Edwards, 1986; 2018).  

Within the field of engagement theory, the majority of research adopts a unitarist or 

managerialist approach (Delbridge & Keenoy, 2010; Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013). The unitarist 

vision assumes a natural harmony in the workplace which can stumble on obstacles which need 

to be identified and fixed (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013). Practically, this involves character 

screening with recruitment and selection as well as interventions such as rewards and training.  

Differently, structured antagonism acknowledges many different aspects of the employment 

relationship, such as motivation, control, cooperation and conflict (Arrowsmith & Parker, 

2013). This pluralist approach is especially suitable for this research since it aims to explore the 

whole engagement experience of the individual. Not just the desirable situation from the 

management point of view.  

Incorporating structured antagonism in exploring the engagement experience will provide a 

more realistic and complete image of the construct. As a result of acknowledging the unequal 

power relationship, the individual experience of personal engagement will be better explained 

because this unequal relationship is a critical part of an employee’s personal experience.   

As discussed in section 2.1, the concept of structured antagonism can be critiqued as well. In 

relation to data analysis, the theory disregards the sense of ownership and control which 

employees have, especially with regard to the changes in the workplace since 1986. As a result, 

when incorporating structured antagonism theory, it is important to acknowledge the unequal 
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power relationship which can exist within an organisation as this incorporates individual 

ownership, agency and control. 

While structured antagonism is rare within HRM and engagement research, Arrowsmith and 

Parker (2013) acknowledge that this concept is not foreign to HRM practitioners. They state 

that managers within an organisation are continually managing commitment, control and 

empowerment. Furthermore, empirical research does acknowledge the political process and 

unalignment of objectives between the employees and the employer (Vickers & Fox, 2010). 

However, this is not yet acknowledged within the engagement stream.  

As a result of structured antagonism incorporating the complex relation between the 

organisation and the employee, it does affect the complexity of the research as well as the way 

of analysing the findings. These findings have to be analysed, acknowledging these different 

interest and objectives as well as the unequal power relationship. This is more complex than 

simply assuming aligned interests between the employee and the organisation.  

A plural approach such as structured antagonism leads to a more complex and dynamic pursuit 

of the engagement experience (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013). While its outcomes are uncertain, 

it aims to explore a better and complete understanding of the engagement experience. Within 

this thesis I am using structured antagonism as a lens through which I ask questions, reviews 

the findings and analyse the findings. With paying attention to all these different issues of power 

and different objectives between the organisation and the employee, I will be able to achieve a 

more complete exploration of the individual engagement experience.  

To conclude, structured antagonism will be used as a complementary lens through which the 

findings within this research are viewed and analysed. This lens will offer a more complete 

view of the power relations within the findings. Additionally, structured antagonism will 



Chapter 5: Methodology 

74 

 

provide a deeper insight into the engagement experience and its influences, which will result in 

a more complete exploration of personal engagement theory.  

5.3 Reflexivity 
 

A strong and active reflexivity section is key within a strong qualitative research project (Jonsen 

et al., 2018; Mason, 2011). My research is a co-creation, a joint product of myself as the 

researcher, the theory and the participants (Finlay, 2002). Describing this co-creation and my 

role as the researcher within this process, will deepen the understanding of the research 

(Dodgson, 2019). It is no longer a challenge to hide the researcher’s presence, it is an 

opportunity. This section of the methodology will include a researcher description, researcher 

bias and an overview of the implications of my social positioning on my research design, data 

collection and data analysis.  

Finlay (2002) developed the heavily cited reflexivity typologies. As a start to the reflexivity 

chapter and as a tool for the reader to help contextualise my reflexivity, I will start with 

identifying my typology. During this research, I would identify most with the mutual 

collaboration typology. Within this typology I acknowledge that my participants also are 

reflexive beings (Finlay, 2002). Within the interviews, the participants participated in a 

reflexive dialogue with me, as the researcher, regarding their experience. Consequently, I must 

acknowledge the participants reflexive dialogue during data analysis. This reflexive typology 

supports me in hearing and considering multiple voices and conflicting positions. 

5.3.1 Researcher description 
 

Describing the researcher within the methodology is part of methodological integrity and 

transparency when describing a qualitative method (Levitt et al., 2018). This section will 

provide a brief description of myself, as the researcher.  
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As a PhD student, I am relatively new to the theory of engagement. I have gone through some 

changes within my PhD journey. I started with pursuing a PhD in Marketing. However, within 

my journey I found that this topic did not suit me, nor my ambitions. I therefore transferred to 

a PhD in organisational studies, with a new topic and new supervisors. This change, from 

marketing to organisational studies and from a quantitative methodology to a qualitative 

methodology required adjustments. However, since my marketing past was focussed on internal 

branding, which is also concerned with employees, the transition was doable. Furthermore, due 

to the critical management tendency of the professors at the University of Roehampton as well 

as my supervisors, this critical lens came naturally.  

In relation to the context of the study, I was relatively familiar with the healthcare world as my 

master’s research focussed on the healthcare industry as well. The hospital group in which this 

research was executed was the hospital from my youth and my mother worked for this group 

for most of her life. Nonetheless, I did not know any of the participants. With the exception of 

two participants, none of the participants knew my relationship with my mother who is the head 

of education within this hospital group. 

My relationship with the region helped with providing a comfortable space in which 

participants felt relaxed. One participant even mentioned that when he read in the participant 

consent form that I was from London, he was hesitant about his participation but then he saw 

me and he felt at ease. I speak the local language (Twente Dialect, though not spoken in the 

interviews) and am aware of the local culture. This relaxed and familiar atmosphere helped with 

discussing personal topics as well as discussing questions I had not asked but which they 

decided to bring forward. It led to a complete and more rounded data collection process.  
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5.3.2 Researcher bias 
 

Regardless of the research, methods, project or researcher, the phenomenon of researcher bias 

needs to be considered. Research bias is simply something which cannot be avoided (Mason, 

2011). Therefore, it is better to carefully consider subjectivity, as part of the research process, 

to offer a complete picture of the research, its data and its analysis (Walkerdine, 1997).  

The main form of data collection within this research are semi-structured interviews. “ .. if 

interviews are always social interactions, however structured or unstructured the researcher tries 

to make them, it is inappropriate to see social interactions as ‘bias’ which can potentially be 

eradicated”. (Mason, 2011: 65). Therefore, it is important to acknowledge this presence of bias 

and indicate how bias could be minimised and how it is managed. 

I tried to go into the interviews with no expectations. Furthermore, due to the way the rota was 

arranged, I knew an interviewee was coming, but I did not know who it would be. It would be 

the employee who was available at the time. This sense of randomness helped limit my 

prejudgements.  

Furthermore, I realised that when I was listening back to the recordings of the interviews that 

with some of the participants, I had a different idea of the interview, compared to what I 

analysed when listening back. I realised that my judgement within the interview room and 

perhaps also my capacity of interviewer and researcher at the same time had influenced my 

feeling towards the interview. With one participant for example, I thought that the interview 

had not provided me with much useful information. In my research diary I wrote that I did not 

feel comfortable with the flow of the interview and it was hard for me as the interviewer, to get 

this participant talking. However, when I analysed the transcript, I found that this individual 

had shared a lot of useful insights. Therefore, I feel that leaving some time between the 

interviews and the analysis, as well as listening back to the recordings and transcribing the 
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recordings, helped me to distance myself with the actual fieldwork and step back into the more 

unbiased researcher mode.  

You cannot separate the social context from the interview (Mason, 2011). It is better to 

understand the complexities of the interaction and to investigate how the context works within 

the interview (le Gallais, 2008). To assure understanding of the social context, I carried out the 

observations to supplement the interviews and to better understand the interviews. This helped 

me to understand the complexity of the individual engagement experience. This was especially 

important since the interviews indicated the importance of the social context and the 

interpersonal interactions within the engagement experience. It helped me to place the 

interviews in a real life, everyday context.  

Within the interviews, I had to be prepared for participants to hear and interpret the standardised 

questions in standardised manners (Mason, 2011). I therefore paid extra attention to their 

answers, making sure we were talking about the same topics and asking for clarifications when 

this was not clear. Furthermore, similar to what Fletcher (2017) did, I had a standardised 

definition for engagement prepared and shared with the participants to avoid confusion on this 

crucial but complex concept within this research.    

During this research, I took the outsider perspective (le Gallais, 2008). However, the more time 

I spend in the hospital, the more I became an insider – ‘one of the guys’. It was therefore 

extremely helpful, to have the recorded interviews, to be able to listen to those after some time 

has passed since the data collection. That time allowed me to gain some objectivity back, which 

I might have lost during my time ‘inside’. 

Within this research, I was interested in exploring personal and social processes and the social 

aspects of the organisation. This requires a depth and complexity which is different from the 

superficial analysis which is possible when comparing large quantities of quantitative data 



Chapter 5: Methodology 

78 

 

(Mason, 2011). However, with this decision comes the responsibility of incorporating bias 

within the research. Within this section I have addressed the bias and how this is handled within 

this research project.  

5.3.3 Field work challenges 
 

During the data collection I encountered a few challenges, especially because of my limited 

experience as a researcher. As part of my reflexivity, I address these challenges in this section.  

The first challenge was time. Partly as a result of the limited time available for this research 

project but most importantly, due to the limited time the participants have available. Naturally, 

this is the case within any research project but due to the context of this research, a hospital, 

and the time restrictions I had to lay on individual nurses, at times it felt even unethical to make 

use of their time. Luckily, I timed my interviews during the relatively quiet July and August 

months where the nurses had lots of time for me. In hindsight, if I had to carry out the interviews 

now, in the COVID-19 era, it would be a completely different case – there would be no time 

available for interviews at all.  

As a result of the context of this research, healthcare, I had to brush up on the hospital jargon 

quite quickly. Luckily, the participant was happy to explain certain terms and abbreviations. 

Additionally, the observations as well as the analysis of organisational documents helped, to 

illustrate the context specific comments. 

The last challenge was the English-Dutch language struggle. While I am a native Dutch speaker, 

I have lived in the UK for years now. Additionally, all of the literature and all of my own writing 

on engagement and this research project is in English. Therefore, to describe my research 

project as well as certain English terminology, was a struggle in the beginning. While the 

languages are similar, not every expression or word translate to exactly the same meaning. This 
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was something that I struggled with when collecting the data. However, my thorough 

preparation, notes and research diary helped with overcoming this challenge.  

 5.3.4 Critical reflection on fieldwork  
 

In retrospect, there are always critical notes that have to be addressed when reflecting on 

fieldwork. This section will address this critical reflection.  

First, I am very proud that I was able to arrange these thirty, in-depth interviews where the 

participants really shared their personal experience with me. I feel that I have been accessed a 

personal look into their engagement experience, by every one of the participants. Nonetheless, 

if there was more time available, I would have liked to utilise the observations more. I would 

have liked to emerge myself within the observant’s world for months. This would have provided 

interesting insights for engagement research as well. This might be an option for other research, 

further in my career, once I have gained more experience as a researcher.  

To be able to engage with reflexivity as well as to record the observations, I kept a research 

diary (Nadin & Cassell, 2006). Besides providing a basis for the observations as findings, the 

research diary acted as a tool through which I could assess my own reflexivity. Within this diary 

I recorded my own feelings before, during and after all the interviews. As part of my reflexivity, 

these diary recordings offered insight into my experience as well as was something I could refer 

back to when coding and analysing the data. A sample of this research diary is shared in section 

A4 the appendix of this thesis.  

I believe that part of the reason that I was able to collect those personal information and 

experiences was due to my approach within the interviews and during my time within the 

hospital. I felt that the individuals appreciated my research and saw the value it could have for 

their own working experience. For example, though the interviews were held in the relatively 

quiet summer months, the accident and emergency (A&E) department was still busy. Therefore, 
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participants within this department did not have time to spare for an interview. All the 9 A&E 

department research participants stayed late to have the interview with me, after their shift, in 

their spare time. This showed their level of commitment, appreciation and interest within the 

research project. This only motivated me more to execute a proper research project and to really 

provide useful contributions. Both for theory and for the hospital’s and contextual practice.  

Time, it was already mentioned in the previous section on fieldwork challenges, but I also must 

acknowledge that I underestimated the time this research took. When I critically reflect on this 

aspect of the fieldwork, I think that I have planned this a little too tight. Luckily, the organisation 

and the participants were flexible and happy for me to come back and execute even more 

interviews and observations.  

To sum up, while there is some minor fieldwork aspect I could have done differently, I feel that 

I have done an adequate job, concerning the restrictions of my research project.  

5.4 Methods 
 

“Qualitative research allows researchers to get at the inner experience of participants, to 

determine how meanings are formed through and in culture, and to discover rather than test 

variables” (Corbin and Strauss, 2008:12). This research aims to explore and analyse the 

individual engagement experience of healthcare employees. Therefore, research of a qualitative 

nature is specifically suitable since it allows for an in-depth exploration of a phenomenon 

(Mason, 2011). This section will describe the methods being used in this research project. It 

will start with an explanation of the single case study approach and what this approach entails. 

Furthermore, the data collection and data analysis process are being discussed.  

5.4.1 Case study approach 
 

Case study approaches are suitable when researching complex social phenomena (Yin, 1994). 

Case studies can identify a ‘how’ research question, it allowed the researcher to identify certain 
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processes, within a certain context and under a certain circumstance. Within this research thesis 

I use the case study approach as a tool through which I can confront the theory in its naturalistic 

context with the use of three different data sources: interviews, observations and organisational 

documents (Piekkari et al., 2009; Piekkari & Welch, 2017). This case study approach suits the 

aim of this research which is to explore the individual engagement experience and its 

influences.  

A case study can be defined as a contemporary study of a complex phenomenon in a real-life 

context (Yin, 2009). The influence of context is crucial within the case study approach, which 

makes it very suitable for this research. The literature review has already indicated the important 

of context within engagement research, hence this approach (Fletcher et al., 2020).  

As discussed within the previous sections of this chapter, this study adopts a subjective, 

interpretivist stance. Therefore, in terms of positioning this case study research, this is an 

interpretivist case study, not a positivist case study (Piekkari & Welch, 2017; Ridder et al., 

2014). Acknowledging this difference affects the theoretical approach and contribution within 

this thesis (Ridder et al., 2014). As a result of this interpretivist case study approach, this 

research aims to provide an exploratory, detailed and nuanced description of the engagement 

phenomena. This to deepen, explore and expand the current engagement theory.  

Nonetheless, the case study approach can also be critiqued. It could be said that it is hard to 

provide generalisable conclusions from a case study, since the research only represents this 

specific case (Piekkari & Welch, 2017). Nonetheless, this is not the aim of the case study nor 

this research project. It is not to provide ‘hard truths’ but to explore the individual engagement 

experience for healthcare individuals. A case study can provide a theoretical proposition, not a 

universal truth (Yin, 1994).  
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Another argument for adopting the case study approach is that the field of engagement theory 

adopts a predominantly quantitative approach (Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher et al., 2020). This 

has caused a very one-sided development of the engagement theory (Guest, 2014). In-depth 

qualitative research can shine new light on the engagement theory as well as highlight elements 

which have not been included in quantitative research. Furthermore, this case study approach 

offers the opportunity to view engagement from the individual viewpoint, instead of from an 

organisational or managerial position (Guest, 2014). Additionally, this case study approach 

allows me to evaluate the context regarding engagement research, something which is crucial 

within this area of scholarship (Fletcher et al., 2020).  

This research adopts a single case study approach, utilising the richness and depth of data a 

single case study can provide (Yin, 1994). While it does not offer a comparison with different 

contexts, it does provide an in-depth and thorough exploration of the research aims and subjects. 

Within this single case study, thirty semi-structured interviews provide the basis of the research 

and the majority of the data. Observations were carried out to provide context to the interviews 

as well as optimise the exploration of the engagement experience, within this specific context. 

Furthermore, to support the interviews and the observations, organisational documents were 

analysed.  

5.5 Data collection 
 

The data collections section will provide an examination of how the data used within this thesis 

was collected. The organising of the data collection, the interviews, participant overview as 

well as the collection of the observations and organisational documents will be discussed.  

5.5.1 Organising data collection 
 

This section will describe how the data collection process was organised. This section will 

discuss the context, access and participant recruitment.  
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Selecting the context 
 

The healthcare sector is a sector which has been popular with (work) engagement and burnout 

scholars. This is due to the meaningful character of the work as well as the necessity of 

engagement within this line of work (e.g., Bakker, 2015; Fletcher et al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 

2018). Furthermore, the engagement research carried out within this sector included all different 

kinds of positions and roles within one research project. To evaluate if needs, resources, 

hindrances and the engagement experience differs per career stage, it was needed to interview 

employees who were in different stages of their career, though carrying out the same role. Only 

by comparing individuals, with the same role, something can be said about the career stage 

influence since position, income and responsibility are comparable.  

Additionally, a struggle which affects every researcher, but especially early career researchers 

and PhD students, is the struggle to gain access for data collection and individuals willing to 

participate in the research (Rimando et al., 2015). Due to a personal contact, I had access to this 

hospital group who provided full access and enthusiastic employees who were willing to 

participate within this research.  

Access 
 

As a first step into the data collection, a meeting was arranged with the head of the research 

centre of the case study organisation, through a personal connection. This meeting was 

conducted to discuss the research and the possibilities of executing the research within the 

hospital group. As the hospital is familiar with research, mainly in the medicine field, a 

dedicated department, led by a professor of the local university decides on all research executed 

within the organisation. After this initial, successful meeting, the research centre arranged a 

meeting with the head of Human Resources within the hospital since he would be responsible 

for the participants, within this research. This meeting was to outline the aims of the research 

and the efforts I would need from their employees.  
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When all these official meetings were approved, I was allowed within the hospital in an official 

capacity. I was handed an employee card as well as a name card which always ensured my 

visibility as a researcher.  

Participant recruitment  
 

The actual participant interviews were arranged through the heads of the different departments. 

An email with the information of this research and my researcher biography, ethical statement, 

research information and participant consent forms were sent out to heads of department and 

they could therefore decide if they were willing to participate. Five department heads within 

the hospital agreed to participate. After an initial conversation with all the heads, interviews 

were scheduled and the research information, researcher information and ethical forms were 

sent out to all the employees within the five different departments, asking for their corporation.  

5.5.2 Data collection: Interviews  
 

The thirty interviews took place in four weeks over the summer of 2019. In consultation with 

the case organisation this time was selected because summer usually is a relatively quiet time 

where the nurses would have time to participate in this research. When the allocated interview 

slot time was reached, the department would send one of their nurses to my office, to have a 

conversation. This assured random selection within the interviews.  

The interviews were held in a separate meeting room on the ward or in my dedicated temporary 

office on the research department floor. The reason for this was to create distance from the floor 

for the individual as well as a quiet and private space in which they could feel comfortable. 

Additionally, this private space created a more relaxed atmosphere where the employee felt that 

they could share everything they wanted to share, without feeling like they were overheard or 

interrupted.  
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Before the interview, participants were asked to sign the participant agreement form in two-

fold, one for the researcher and one for their own personal administration. The length of the 

interviews were between 25 minutes and 70 minutes. With a total of 1342 minutes of recorded 

interviews.  

Audio recording for all the interviews was used to allow myself to be fully focused on the 

interview (Bryman & Bell, 2007). During the interview, I need to be focussed on the 

conversation and being ready to ask relevant follow up questions when necessary.  

All participants agreed to the use of the dictaphone by signing the consent form, something 

which was highlighted again, verbally, before the start of the interview. The audio recordings 

allowed the researcher to re-listen to the recording as well as transcribing the data for analysis. 

The data was transcribed, by the researcher, using the ‘Listen N Write’ software programme. 

Self-transcribing allowed the researcher to become familiar with the data. Additionally, this 

process allowed the researcher, to reflect on the theory in combination with the collected data 

(Davidson, 2009).  

5.5.3 Sampling 
 

It is hard to determine the right sample size, the term; ‘it depends’, is key (Saunders & 

Townsend, 2016). Nonetheless, it is important to report and justify sample size within 

qualitative research since it clarifies the methodology. While there is no magic number which 

suffices within a research, any between 1 or 250 could do, it all depends on the research question 

and the context. Saunders and Townsend (2016) collected expert’s opinions as well as reviewed 

sample sizes within high quality qualitative research. They identified a median of thirty 

interviews. Interestingly, they also found that while it might seem that one can never have too 

many interviews, too many interviews can complicate data analysis and weaken your research 

conclusions (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005).  
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This research has executed thirty interviews. The interviewees were selected on a random basis, 

whoever was available at the slotted time, was interviewed. Within the thirty interviews, I 

assured a variety amongst the participants. A variety between department, age categories and 

gender. However, due to the character of the job role, more female participants were 

interviewed, since there are more females within this line of work. Furthermore, due to the 

location of the hospital, and the character of the population within that region, there was no 

ethnic differentiation possible. These thirty interviews offered great depth. As a result, data 

saturation was assured (Saunders & Townsend, 2016).  

5.5.4 Participant profile 
 

To offer an overview for the reader, the table below was created. The table below offers an 

overview of the participants. It includes the department they work in, their job role, age, gender, 

tenure at the organisation and their educational level (a detailed explanation of the different 

educational levels will be provided in section 5.8.1 of this chapter).  

ID Career stage Department Job role Age M/F Tenure at 

organisation 

Education  

1 Early 

advancement 

A&E Specialty 

Nurse 

30 F 9 years HBO 

2 Late 

advancement 

A&E Specialty 

Nurse 

52 F 20 years In-service 

3 Exploratory Traumatology 

ward 

Nurse 21 F 1 years MBO 

4 Early 

advancement 

Surgery ward Nurse 33 F 11 years HBO 

5 Exploratory Surgery ward Nurse 25 F 1 years HBO 

6 Exploratory Traumatology 

ward 

Nurse 22 F 1 years HBO 

7 Exploratory Surgery ward Nurse 22 F 2 years MBO 

8 Exploratory Surgery ward Nurse 22 F 1 years HBO 

9 Late 

advancement 

A&E Specialty 

Nurse 

36 M 4.5 years HBO 

10 Early 

advancement 

A&E Specialty 

Nurse 

28 M 7 years MBO 

11 Early 

advancement 

A&E Specialty 

Nurse 

33 M 8 years HBO 

12 Exploratory Surgery ward Nurse 25 F 2 years HBO 

13 Early 

advancement 

A&E/ICU Specialty 

Nurse 

29 M 7 years HBO 

14 Exploratory Surgery ward Nurse 24 F 1 years HBO 

15 Maintenance A&E Specialty 
Nurse 

61 F 40 years In-service 

16 Maintenance Lung ward Nurse 56 F 17 years In-service 
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17 Late 

advancement 

Lung ward Nurse 35 F 13 years In-service 

18 Maintenance Lung ward Nurse 64 M 40 years In-service 

19 Late 

advancement 

Lung ward Nurse 40 F 18 years In-service 

20 Exploratory Lung ward Nurse 21 F 6 months HBO 

21 Exploratory Lung ward Nurse 22 F 6 months HBO 

22 Late 

advancement 

A&E Specialty 

Nurse 

35 F 14 years HBO 

23 Late 

advancement 

A&E Specialty 

Nurse 

42 F 20 years  In-service 

24 Early 

advancement 

ICU Specialty 

Nurse 

33 M 12 years HBO 

25 Late 

advancement 

ICU Specialty 

Nurse 

44 F 12 years In-service 

26 Late 

advancement 

ICU Specialty 

Nurse 

53 F 33 years MBO 

27 Late 

advancement 

ICU Specialty 

Nurse 

49 M 15 years In-service 

28 Maintenance ICU Specialty 

Nurse 

63 

 

M 14 years In-service 

29 Maintenance ICU Specialty 

Nurse 

55 M 38 years In-service 

30 Early 

advancement 

ICU Specialty 

Nurse 

29 F 5 years HBO 

Table 7: Participant profile overview.  

As mentioned within the theoretical framework, the research participants were divided into 

career stages. This resulted into four career stages: exploratory, early advancement, late 

advancement and maintenance stage. An explanation of this division of the career stages will 

be provided in the introduction of chapter 7.  

There are nine research participants within the first, exploratory, career stage. These 

participants have between six months and three years of experience. They are in their early 

twenties and have just finished their degree. All the participants within the exploratory career 

stage work on the ‘normal’ care wards.  

The second career stage, advancement stage, was cut in two different stages: early and late 

advancement stage. This is a result of the differences in engagement experience between 

participants in the early compared to late phase within this stage (a detailed explanation will be 

presented in the introduction of chapter 7). The early advancement stage within this research 

consist out of eight participants who have between 3 and 12 years of experience. They are in 
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their late twenties to early thirties. All but one early advancement stage participants work on 

‘high’ care wards such as the ICU and A&E.  

Within this research there were nine participants within the late advancement stage of their 

careers. These late advancement stage participants have between 12 and 34 years of experience. 

Within this career stage they work on a mix of normal and high care departments. They are 

between 35 and 53 years old.  

The last career stage within this research is the maintenance stage. This research had five 

participants within that maintenance stage. These participants were in the last 10-12 years of 

their careers. They are between 55 and 64 years old.  

5.5.5 Pilot Study 
 

Pilot studies are a crucially important element of any research design (van Teijlingen & 

Hundley, 2002). One of the main advantages of a pilot study is that it could give the researcher 

a warning of where a research might fail. Something which is especially important within this 

PhD research project because of the inexperienced level of the researcher as well as the time 

restrictions.  

Within this research, a pilot study of three interviews was executed. This pilot study was 

conducted to review the questions, as well as the participants understanding of the questions. 

Furthermore, this pilot was set up to make sure the interviews provided the correct information 

needed for this specific study and research questions (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2002).  

Before the three pilot study interviews took place, I had conversations with the head of Human 

Resources and the different heads of the departments. Within these six conversations, I 

specifically asked for guidance within the interview questions and guidance on issues which 

were currently important within the organisation and departments. These conversations acted 

as a sort of pre-pilot study because they highlighted important topics of conversation within the 
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interviews. Additionally, these pre-interviews helped build my confidence and provided sector 

specific insights. Furthermore, these pre-interviews gave me a clearer idea of the participants 

which was useful before executing the interviews. Yet not too much information which could 

cloud my judgement within the interviews. 

After these three interviews were executed, the interviewer transcribed the interviews and 

reviewed the transcription. The researcher made sure the relevant information was collected 

and the participant had a correct understanding of the topics discussed in the interview. 

Additionally, this pilot study provided me with confidence in my research technique as well as 

in leading an interview.  

After the pilot study, the interview questions were reviewed. No changes were made to the list 

of question. However, I decided to enhance the introduction question: ‘why did you become a 

nurse?’. The reason for this was that I found that this introduction question made the participants 

feel at ease, opened the conversations and provided me with potential ‘hooks’ to subjects I 

wanted to discuss further such as their experience with engagement and the factors which 

influence this experience.  

The main conclusions coming out of the pilot study were that the participants had a lot of 

information to share and it was up to me to guide them into the right direction. Furthermore, 

the understanding of the topics was clear. Furthermore, I should not be afraid to leave a little 

silence for the participant to think and respond, to not move on or over too quickly.  

5.5.6 Questioning techniques 
 

Within this research, the semi-structured interviews are the core of the project. To obtain a 

better understanding of how these interviewed were carried out, the questioning techniques used 

in the interviews are discussed in this section.  
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Semi-structured interviews were chosen because they suit the exploratory character of this 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2007). Within those semi-structured interviews I could stay on topic 

to indicate the conversation towards the areas I wanted to discuss yet without being too stirring 

with my questions. Furthermore, due to the exploratory character of this thesis I was not sure 

about what to expect and therefore, having a more structured questionnaire would not be 

appropriate. Additionally, the semi-structured interviews allowed me to gain in-depth data 

because it opened conversation.  

This research project discusses complex psychological and sociological processes for 

individuals. It is therefore important to pay extra care when constructing an interview, 

discussing these complex processes (Mason, 2011). I therefore wanted to create a relax and 

comfortable situation in which the participant felt safe and comfortable to share their 

experience.  

This has led to a relatively informal conversation, a ‘conversation with a purpose’ (Burgess, 

1984:102). Rather than having set questions or a strict order, I brought up starting points for a 

conversation (Mason, 2011). An example of this kind of question is: Could you describe your 

work experience. This allowed the participant to not be limited to certain aspects, which might 

not be as important for them. Additionally, these answers would often include aspects which 

were important to their overall experience. I could then ask follow up questions on these 

important aspects mentioned.  

By asking these broad questions, I acknowledged the exploratory character of this research 

(Bryman & Bell, 2007). I was not quite sure what I was looking for. Additionally, this technique 

allowed me to identify aspects early within the interview, which were worth talking about and 

which were influential for the individual experience. Furthermore, due to this approach I did 

not waste time on unimportant aspects as well as I kept as non-stirring in any direction as 

possible (Mason, 2011).  
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Within the interviews I tried to be welcoming, comforting, understanding but not judging. 

Because the participants described their own personal experience, it was important to be 

sensitive (Mason, 2011). I encouraged the participants to speak a lot and freely. During the 

answers I tried to nod understandingly, neither agreeing nor denying. 

As discussed in the literature review, defining engagement is hard for scholars, it is hard for 

employees as well. Therefore, to avoid misunderstanding of the term engagement, when the 

question of engagement came up, I explained an operational definition of engagement, similarly 

to what Fletcher (2017) did in his research. The definition I used to describe engagement draws 

on Kahn’s (1990) definition of engagement. The definition I used is (reworded as to be used in 

the interviews): “a fulfilling experience at work which reflects you feeling positive and 

enthusiastic about your work, feeling able to focus on your work and doing it well and getting 

energy from your work to want to put effort in your work. (Fletcher, 2017:458; Kahn, 1990). 

This working definition assured a collective understanding of what I meant by engagement. 

Furthermore, this assured a similar understanding of engagement, for all the research 

participants within this research.  

A list of the exploratory questions and talking points can be found in section A2 of the appendix.  

5.5.7 Data collection: Observations 
 

This section will discuss the supporting data collection method: observations. The majority of 

the data collected within this research was derived from the interviews. Nonetheless, 

observations took place to support the information collected in the interviews and to better 

understand the social space, the interactions and the circumstances which were discussed within 

the interviews.  

During the four weeks over the summer of 2019, between the interviews, I was able to observe 

the nurses during their daily work. Since the character of the participant’s work is so 



Chapter 5: Methodology 

92 

 

unpredictable, it could be very busy, or very quiet, the interview times were not set in stone. In 

the time between the interviews, I was on the ward, as a ‘fly on the wall’, an observer (Mason, 

2011). 

I was able to observe the participants when at work but also when they had their coffee and 

lunch breaks. This was a useful time for me to complement the information shared in the 

interviews. Because of the specific environment of a hospital, which was foreign to me, it was 

useful to have these observations to better understand the circumstance of the interviews as well 

as the scenes described in the interviews.  

Collecting data through observations is not undisputed, it is widely discussed, especially within 

nursing research (e.g., Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002; Salmon, 2015). However, within this research, 

it simply operates as a method of illustrating the interviews as well as clarifying the social 

setting and the context. Within this research, the observations will only offer complementary 

support to findings and discussions coming from the data collected within the interviews.  

During the observations, a field notes researchers diary was kept, of which a sample can be 

found in section A4 the appendix. Due to privacy, identification and ethical reasons, only a 

sample is shared within this thesis. This researcher diary consisted out of details descriptions 

of my feelings, observations and expectations during the time spend within the case 

organisation (Nadin & Cassell, 2006). I also took pictures (where allowed) to help support the 

observations and set the written observations into context.  

In addition to the observational field diary, six meetings with the heads of departments were 

held, before starting the interviews (see table 8 for overview). These ‘key informants’ 

interviews were not recorded and are not used as part of the interview data. However, field 

notes were taken within those meetings with these key informants and they were used as 

additional observational notes. The reason for this is that though I did not want to be influenced 
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by the heads of department, before going into the interviews, they might have influenced me in 

some sort of way, because I did carry them out before the interviews. Nonetheless, to acquire a 

sense of the power division in relation to structured antagonism, it was key to have 

conversations with individuals outside the research participant sample.  

 

Table 8: Overview of key informants conversations.  

However, the heads of department fulfil different roles, compared to the participants who were 

formally interviewed. They were therefore not included, to support the bottom-up approach of 

this engagement research. Nonetheless, they do shape the environment and the context of the 

social setting of the research. Moreover, they shape the individual experience of the employee. 

It was therefore important to speak to them, take in the information, but not let it play a too 

central role because the focus of this research is on the employee’s experience.  

5.5.7 Data collection: Organisational documents  
 

Within the case, the interviews and observations will be supported by organisational documents 

from the research case organisation. This section will discuss these organisational documents 

and how they were used within this research.  

Within this case I used different types of organisational documents. First of all, in preparation 

of the interviews and the key-informants conversations I studied the organisational website and 

all the public documents available online.  

Within the second layer, I received organisational documents concerning HR policy. These 

documents include sickness policy, sickness numbers, benchmark of the hospital compared to 

other hospitals and organisational policy. In addition to these documents, the Academy 

No Function of key informant 
1 Head of in-house research centre 

2 Head of Human Resource department 

3 Head of the Academy department  

4 Head of traumatology and surgery wards 

5 Head of lung ward 

6 Head of intensive care unit 
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(department within the hospital, responsible for all educational purposes within the 

organisation) allowed me access to organisational documents regarding education, personal 

development and training within the case organisation.  

These documents will help me to make sense of the data and support the sector specific 

comments which will be made within the interviews (Ghauri, 2004). Furthermore, they support 

the findings and illustrate the answers from the research participants. This will make those 

answers more valuable within this research (Coffey, 2014). Furthermore, the documents 

provide a rich context into which the interviews and observations can be placed. This context 

is crucial within engagement research, as chapter 4 already argued (e.g., Fletcher et al., 2020).  

The interviews, observations, key informants conversations and the analysis of the 

organisational documents together form the data source of this thesis. The interviews formed 

the main source of information while the other sources supported and illustrated the information 

gathered in the interviews. As a result, the interviews were the main source which informed the 

conceptual model of the engagement experience. 

5.6 Data analysis 
 

This section of the methodology will discuss the data analysis. First, to clarify, the research was 

executed in the Netherlands, as mentioned before in this chapter. This means that the interviews 

were in Dutch as well, which is my native language. To make sure that the essence of the 

information shared by the participants, within the interviews was kept, the interviews were not 

translated – which can lead to loss of meaning (Regmi et al., 2010). The interviews were 

transcribed in Dutch and analysed in Dutch. When the themes had emerged and the two rounds 

of coding were completed, I translated the themes and the illustrative quotes to English. 

This section will start with discussing the thematic analysis approach used within this research. 

Furthermore, the coding strategy as part of this thematic analysis will be described.  
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5.6.1 Thematic analysis  
 

Thematic analysis can be seen as the foundational method for qualitative data analysis (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). There is a discussion amongst scholars on the exact function of thematic 

analysis. Some view thematic analysis as a part of other major techniques (such as grounded 

theory), rather than a method on its own (e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2006; Ryan & Bernard, 2000). 

Within this project, I follow Braun and Clarke (2006) recommendation of treating thematic 

analysis as a method on its own. This section will discuss the function and application of the 

thematic analysis within my research project. Furthermore, the coding strategy, as part of this 

thematic analysis will be discussed.  

Thematic analysis is a data analysis method for identifying and reporting patterns within data 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Ryan & Bernard, 2003). While thematic analysis is widely used, there 

is no clear blueprint on how to execute a thematic analysis. Because of its flexible character, 

thematic analysis can function as a flexible research tool which can provide rich and detailed 

but complex data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

A theme “captures something important about the data in relation to the research question and 

represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the dataset” (Braun & Clarke, 

2006:82). It is up to the researcher’s judgement to determine what a theme is (Ryan & Bernard, 

2003). Importantly, the importance of a theme is not necessarily dependent on the number of 

recurrences or length of text, but rather on whether it signifies something important in relation 

to the research question.  

Within my thematic approach I adopted a both inductive and theoretical thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Some of the themes developed within this research are data driven 

where some, and the general direction of the research is inductive. Because of the exploratory 
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character of this research, I went back and forth, between the theory and the data, to identify 

themes, suitable for answering the research questions.  

This research project adopts thematic analysis at the latent level (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It goes 

beyond the semantic content of the data and identifies underlying ideas and conceptualisations. 

This level of latent analysis especially complements my social constructivist approach as 

discussed previously in this chapter.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) developed six phases of thematic analysis. Within the first step, I 

familiarised myself with my collected data. Within this first step in my thesis process, the three 

levels of engagement: job; departmental, and organisational, started to emerge. In following the 

second step, I generated the initial codes. These initial codes included the three levels of 

engagement, positive and negative influences on engagement as well as three different career 

stages. Additionally, within this second step, I informally already started through the data 

collection process and going through notes and developed further through transcription. The 

third step I followed was searching for themes. Within this step, my generated codes combined 

should transfer into potential themes. These themes are outlined within figure 5 below. Within 

the fourth step, these potential themes were reviewed, and a check was executed by going back 

to the codes, to the data and see if these themes would still work. Within the fifth step, I named 

the themes and the themes became more defined and in-depth. This step contributed towards 

reporting and telling a story with the themes as guidelines. Additionally, within this step I 

utilised the observations and organisational documents. I used the relevant findings derived 

from the observations and the organisational documents in relation to the identified themes. The 

final step was actually producing the thesis.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) advice creating a thematic map to better illustrate the process and the 

research as well as to clarify the process to the readers. The figure below shows the thematic 

map of this research.  
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Figure 5: Thematic map of the research project.  

5.6.2 Coding strategy 
 

To make sense out of the piles of data, researchers must engage in the process of coding (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2011). The codebook is the second step in to beginning 

to make sense of and organise all the findings (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Ritchie & Spencer, 1994). 

This section will discuss the coding strategy as part of the thematic analysis.   

Codes can be seen as labels assigned to units of meaning under which relevant findings can be 

organised (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The development of codes, according to the identified 

themes is the second step in analysing interview findings. Within my codebook I developed 

both theory- and data-driven codes (Braun & Clarke, 2006; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2011). 

Concerning the structure of my codebook, I decided to follow Macqueen et al.’s (1998) 

suggestion that the codebook should consist out of six components: label, brief definition, full 

definition, inclusion criteria, exclusion criteria and examples.  

As a step-by-step process to decide by coding strategy, I decided to follow the five key 

analytical stages by Braun & Clarke (2006) as explained in the previous section. However, 

because of the exploratory character of this research, I decided, after the first round of coding, 
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to add a second, more in-depth, round of coding, to obtain a better understanding of the 

emerging themes as well as to gain depth within the information collected.  

All the coding was being carried out by hand. NVivo 12 was tested in this context but during 

this test, it became clear that the software was not able to organise the findings accordingly due 

to the complex nature of the engagement term as well as the character of the findings. 

Furthermore, the Dutch-English translation complicated the matter even more. Therefore, 

coding by hand was preferred.  

Because of ethical considerations, I have not included the whole codebook within this thesis. A 

codebook sample for illustration purposes can be found in section A3 in the appendix. There 

were 85 different codes identified and 2818 entries in relation to the different codes.  

5.7 Ethical consideration 
 

To support the ethical considerations of this research, the University of Roehampton Code of 

Good Research Practice and the Ethics Guidelines were followed (University of Roehampton, 

2014). These ethical guidelines include the use of consent forms. Furthermore, these documents 

indicate guidelines concerning confidentiality, the right to withdraw, cyber security and 

privacy.  

To operationalise proper ethical practice, a research risk assessment and assessment of risks 

with research overseas was carried out. Furthermore, approval by the ethics committee was 

provided with the correct participant and organisational participation forms which can be found 

in the appendix (in both Dutch, A1.1, A1.3 and English, A1.2, A1.4). The organisation and every 

individual participant signed the form as well as received a digital or hardcopy. Upon every 

interview, the participant was additionally verbally briefed and assured anonymity. 

Furthermore, they remained the right to withdraw or refuse answer at any time.  
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5.8 Research context 
 

Within this research, context plays an important role. Evaluating findings in the light of the 

context is critical to the process of methodological integrity (Levitt et al., 2018). Therefore, to 

fully comprehend the research project as well as the methodology, the methodology, the 

country, sector and organisational context is described.  

5.8.1 The healthcare context in the Netherlands 
 

The healthcare system in the Netherlands is rooted in the tradition of social health insurance 

but nowadays governed by the government, professional organisations and not for profit health 

insurers (Kroneman et al., 2016). In 2006, regulated competition was introduced which led to 

a more distant role as supervisor and facilitator for the government.  

Every person who lives in the Netherlands must register their address with their local 

government office. When an individual (over 18, children are registered with their parents) has 

registered an address, either being from abroad or Dutch, they must have health insurance 

(Rijksoverheid, 2020). The health insurance basic pack and its content is decided upon by the 

government but executed by those not-for-profit insurance companies who compete for the 

insured individual (Kroneman et al., 2016). When an individual decides to ensure additional 

care (e.g., physiotherapy, dental, alternative medicine) they can decide to purchase an additional 

insurance (Ministerie van Volksgezondheid, Welzijn en Sport, 2016; Rijksoverheid, 2020). If 

an individual’s salary falls below a certain benchmark and the individual is not able to pay for 

this obligatory insurance (approx. 100-120 euros per month), they receive compensation from 

the government.   

Insurance companies ‘buy’ health care from hospitals. For example, insurance company X buys 

5.000 hip replacement surgeries from hospital Y (Kroneman et al., 2016). Therefore, in some 

cases, the insurance company tells their insured members to which hospital they must go, but 
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in most cases the patient can decide for themselves. The private healthcare industry in the 

Netherlands is mainly focussed on plastic surgery (Ministerie van Volksgezondheid, Welzijn 

en Sport, 2016). However, there are private clinics for orthopaedic surgeries, for example. 

These private clinics specialise in one aspect and are not able to offer complex care. However, 

in some cases this can be cheaper than a hospital (less complex care hence less costs) and 

therefore an individual is allowed to go to this ‘private’ hospital on the account of the insurance 

company.  

5.8.2 Nursing in the Netherlands 
The nursing career in the Netherlands is a flat career where most nurses fulfil the same job role, 

for their whole careers. Though nurses have different educational options. After secondary 

school, depending on their level of graduation, they can either go to the MBO (Middelbaar 

beroepsonderwijs, secondary vocational education, level 4) or to the HBO (Hoger 

beroepsonderwijs, Higher education, level 5) to study nursing. MBO is a more practical training 

where HBO is more theoretical and upon graduating, the HBO nurse receives a bachelor’s 

degree. Interestingly, while the MBO nursing diploma is a lower-level degree, they execute the 

same job, and earn the same salary as HBO (level 5) nurses (Rusch, 2020). 

However, this MBO and HBO divide is a relatively new trend. Before the start of the MBO in 

1990, hospitals preferred to educate their nurses in-house (Altena, 2019). They called this 

education, in-service. Until 1997, most nurses were educated in-service. National criticism on 

the in-service programmes being too different per institution has led to the nursing programmes 

only being offered on the MBO and HBO level. This in-service education is now accredited as 

an MBO level degree (Hamel, 2017). Nurses who were in-service educated started working, 

and earning, the first day they started their education. Whereas MBO and HBO educations are 

three and four years, respectively. Most nurses who have started before 10 years ago, are in-

service educated nurses (Altena, 2019).  
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When nurses decide to specialise for the intensive care unit (ICU) or the accident and 

emergency (A&E) department, they need to follow an additional, often organised and paid for 

by their employer, course. This additional course often is only possible when the nurse has an 

HBO degree. This course takes 12 to 18 months (CIVO Zorgopleiders, 2020). After completion, 

the nurse keeps the same job title and description (in practice often referred to as ‘specialty 

nurse’) however, receives a slightly higher salary.  

In the summer of 2019, when the interviews for this research took place, there was a lot of 

turmoil the nursing field because the parliament had introduced a new piece of legislation 

regarding the registration, different levels and promotional options of nurses (van Boekholt, 

2019). In short, this new prototype legislation, called BIGII, was designed to create a difference 

between MBO and HBO nurses. HBO nurses, educated after 2012 could be promoted to take 

supervisory roles and be less hands on (bathing, feeding) compared to their MBO colleagues 

(Altena, 2019). In-service educated nurses, who were counted as MBO level, felt 

underappreciated because they had done this job for at least 10 years (some for 40 years) but 

because of this law, they had to change to become a lower level nurse which could not execute 

all of the job description aspects they were doing now (van Boekholt, 2019). They felt that their 

expertise and experience build over the years was not valued. Nonetheless, this law was 

overturned, and they are currently re-designing this BIGII law. However, at the time of the 

interviews, this BIGII legislation was not overturned yet.  

5.8.3 Organisational context  
 

The organisation in which this research was executed is an hospital group located in the east of 

the Netherlands, in the Overijssel province. The hospital group consists out of two hospitals 

and six field clinics. The healthcare group treats approximately 250.000 patients a year. The 

organisation has 3.500 employees. The interviews took place at their main hospital which is the 

largest of the two as well as a complex care and emergency care centre.  
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The hospital group profiles itself as a regional and personal healthcare facilitator. They are 

committed to facilitate all sorts of health-related products and services within the region. 

Furthermore, because of its size, they are one of the largest employers within the region and 

acknowledge their important role both as employer and health provider. 

The following two chapters will present the findings of this research. This findings section will 

start which chapter 6, introducing the conceptual model of the individual engagement 

experience. The second findings chapter, chapter 7, will apply this model to four different career 

stages. 
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Chapter 6: Personal engagement experience from the 

individual perspective: A conceptual model 

The literature chapters of this thesis have signalled the complexity of the individual engagement 

experience (e.g., Fletcher, 2017; Kahn, 1990; 2010). As a next step in fulfilling the aim of this 

research and exploring this complex engagement experience, a conceptual model visualising 

the engagement experience was drawn up. The conceptual model emerged following the 

analysis of the findings illustrates how an individual experiences engagement. I will also use 

the model to present my findings in a structured manner, in chapter 7. However, first, this 

chapter will explain how this model was formed, and the integrated concepts that emerged from 

the collected findings.  

This research focuses on exploring this engagement experience and what influences this 

experience at an individual level. To achieve this aim, exploratory research within a healthcare 

setting was carried out. Following analysis of the data, I developed a conceptual model which 

visualises the individual engagement experience and the different influences affecting this 

experience (RQ2). Furthermore, in chapter 7, this conceptual model will be used to illustrate 

the engagement experience within different career stages (RQ3).  

The findings indicate that individuals’ engagement experience occurs at three levels: job 

engagement, departmental engagement and organisational engagement.  
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Figure 6: Conceptual model of the layers of the individual engagement experience.  

Job engagement is the first layer, this entails the engagement the individual experiences towards 

their job, their job description, role, and daily tasks. This can also be seen as the core of their 

engagement experience as illustrated within figure 6. The second layer is departmental 

engagement. Departmental engagement is the engagement the individual experiences towards 

the department they work for, their colleagues within their department and their supervisor. 

Crucial within that departmental engagement experience are the interpersonal relations which 

act as positive influences on the departmental engagement experience. The last layer is 

organisational engagement. Organisational engagement is the engagement an individual 

experiences towards the organisation they work for. The organisational engagement layer 

focusses on the organisation as a whole, management of that organisation and the colleagues 

outside the own department. The findings of this research indicate that an individual 

experiences these layers as separate layers with specific resources and hindrances, which 

together make up the total engagement experience.  

Within every layer of engagement, the findings indicate that there are influences which can be 

either a positive or negative influence on the engagement experience. Within the model, these 
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are categorised as resources and hindrances (Fletcher, 2017). Resources are aspects of the 

working experience which positively contribute to the individual engagement experience. A 

hindrance is something which negatively affects that same individual engagement experience. 

Both hindrances and resources can influence each other and can be related to each other, even 

between the different (job, departmental and organisational) layers. There are four different 

resources and hindrances categories: task; personal; relational, and organisational.  

The last aspect of the model is situated at the top of the mode namely, management engagement 

reciprocity. This represents the need employees express to receive engagement from the 

management of the organisation they work for, in order to provide engagement. Whether this 

engagement is reciprocated or not, affects the individual engagement experience.  

As derived from the findings, the conceptual model below illustrates how individuals perceive 

their own engagement experience. The influences that impact the three different levels of 

engagement differ per career stage.  
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Figure 7: Conceptual model of the individual engagement experience. 

6.1 Development of the model 
 

The conceptual model of the individual engagement experience was developed following 

analysis of the research findings. This subsection will explain the theoretical and empirical 

foundations behind this conceptual model. Furthermore, this subsection illustrates how specific 

findings informed the different aspects of this engagement model.  

The model arose from the collected findings within the interviews and the observations. It 

became clear within the first, exploratory phase of coding of the interviews that the research 
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participants viewed their engagement experience within different ‘levels’. They would for 

example state: I feel engaged with the job I do, but not with the organisation (P5). They 

perceived their job and the organisation as two different levels which together form their whole 

engagement experience.  

When examining the findings further, the notion of different layers of engagement became 

apparent within all thirty interviews. Furthermore, especially the departmental engagement 

notion within the interviews was enforced by the observational findings. When zooming in on 

these different layers, the interviewees indicated different influences within their total work 

experience which either had a positive effect on their engagement experience or a negative 

effect. Within the analysis of these interview findings, the organisational documents supported 

these aspects of the conceptual model. The participants stated that those positive affects formed 

the basis on which they felt engagement towards a certain layer (job, departmental, 

organisational) or which formed a barrier towards feeling engaged. Within the model, those 

positive and negative aspects relating to the different layers translated into resources and 

hindrances, according to personal engagement adopter Fletcher (2017).   

The final aspect which emerged as a returning main theme within the findings was the need to 

receive engagement from management in order to be engaged. This aspect emerged from the 

interview findings and was enforced by observational findings as well as information gathered 

from the key informants conversations. Within the model this is explained as management 

engagement reciprocity. The findings within this research indicated that this is a key aspect of 

the total engagement experience.  

Figure 8 below illustrates illustrative quotes with emerging themes. These emerging themes 

then led to model entries.  
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Figure 8: Figure illustrating the development from quotes to themes and from themes to model entries. (Adapted from: 
Traeger et al., 2021). 

This model does not aim to ‘measure’ engagement or to indicate if and how much an individual 

is engaged. The findings actually indicate that all research participants expressed that they felt 

engaged, just not towards all levels. The model aims to illustrate this complex engagement 

experience by mapping the three different layers and visualising the different resources and 

hindrances influencing these different layers.  

The following sections will go into detail regarding the different levels of engagement as well 

as the resources, hindrances and management engagement reciprocity.  

6.2 Job engagement 
 

Job engagement is the first level of the overall individual engagement experience. Job 

engagement is the core of the individual’s total engagement experience, as illustrated in figure 

6 displayed in the introduction to this chapter. Job engagement is the engagement the individual 

experiences towards their job, their job description, and their daily tasks.   
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Figure 9: Visualisation of the definition and actors within the job engagement layer. 

Participants all shared that they feel engaged with the job they do:  

I feel very engaged with my job, definitely.(P15) 

 

I feel very engaged with my job, but not with the organisation (P2) 

I feel engaged with my job (…) I enjoy my job, and the organisation, no, that does not interest 

me much. I come here to work. (P22) 

As the last quote from P22 indicates, the participants within this research clearly make a 

definition between their job engagement experience and their organisational experience. They 

state that they could be, for example, very engaged with their job and not at all with the 

organisation they work for. In their perception, their job engagement is not dependent on their 

organisational engagement.  

Within their job engagement experience, participants specifically comment on job specific 

aspects and tasks which they feel engagement towards. For example, P9 states that he is not so 

much engaged with the organisation he works for, but he is with the job-related aspects.  

I do not feel engaged with the organisation per se, it is more about my job specific aspects. 

(P9) 
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This statement is similar to what P27 shares, she comments on another specific aspect of her 

job role, which is her patients, as an aspect of her job. Something which she feels very engaged 

with.  

I feel very engaged with my job, with my patients. (P27) 

The job engagement layer is one of the three layers which together with departmental and 

organisational engagement builds the individual engagement experience. The job engagement 

layer is characterised by the daily tasks, the role and the job specific aspects which come with 

that role. Research participants explain that they feel engaged towards this job engagement 

layer.  

6.3 Departmental engagement 
 

The second layer of the individual engagement experience is departmental engagement. This is 

the engagement the individual experiences towards the department they work in. The findings 

indicated that the research participants feel engaged towards the job they do and the department 

they work in. Crucial within that departmental engagement experience are interpersonal and 

social aspects.  

 

 
Figure 10: Visualisation of the definition and actors within the departmental engagement layer. 
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Within this research, the participants experience a strong engagement towards the department 

they work in.  

 

I feel engaged with this [P21 spreads arms], the department, less with the larger whole [the 

organisation] (P21) 
 

As P21 indicates, she clearly separates her departmental engagement from the organisational 

engagement experience. Similar to P9’s statement below, who is working in a completely 

different department as well as being in a different career stage:  

 

If you’re talking about the A&E department, yes, very engaged. With everything else, the 

bigger picture, not so much. (P9) 

 

Aspects of that departmental engagement are the direct colleagues and team in which the 

individual operates.  

 

With my direct colleagues, definitely, very engaged. (P27) 
 

The department engagement experience as a separate layer, related to interpersonal contacts 

within that department emerged from the interviews but was also supported by my observations. 

During my time on the wards I clearly saw how close the teams were and how they enjoyed 

working together as a team. Some of the employees had worked together for over 20 years. 

They have regular coffee breaks at set times, where everything is discussed. From personal 

issues, which show commitment and a relationship and interest towards each other that shows 

how these relationships reach way beyond the work floor. Additionally, supporting the 

interviews, the observations indicate that the supervisor/manager of the department is regarded 

as part of the team. The supervisor will sit in on those coffee breaks, just as the other team 

members. As discussed within the methodology, I had observational, informal interviews with 

those supervisors (department heads), also named key-informants. During those informal 

interviews, the key informants illustrated that they often start as a member of the team which 

then receive a promotion to ‘supervisor’. While this route illustrates a strong connection 
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between supervisor and team, it can affect the power relation between the team and the 

supervisor. Namely, as a result, in the minds of many of the team members they are still on the 

same level as them. There is no (power) distance experienced.  

 

The findings indicate that the research participants experience less engagement towards the 

organisation they work for. The research participants separate the department from the 

organisation as a whole. Within their experience, the department is their domain, whereas the 

organisation as a whole feels further away. This could be illustrated as an us (department) and 

them (organisation) feeling. This is interesting because the department is a part of the whole 

organisation. Nonetheless, this is not how this is experienced by the research participants.  

 

P18 even goes as far as stating that the department represents the whole organisation for him 

and represents his whole experience. The organisation does not play a role within his 

engagement experience:  

What I find most important, the hospital, for me, is this department, that’s the whole 

organisation. (P18) 

Reasons for this departmental focus could be that the department is something that the 

individual works with and at, on a daily basis, as P19 tries to describe her experience:  

 

Well, then I do feel a lot more engaged with the department, compared to the organisation, I 

think. Yes, because here I work, on this floor, that is what I deal with on a daily basis and the 

organisation, well, I do not have that much to do with that. (P19) 

 

This sentiment is shared by P24 who explains why she feels more engaged towards the 

department:  

 

I try to do a lot for it [the job]. But specifically on a departmental level, because that has a 

direct effect on us. (P24) 
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This is similar to what P23 shared, that the organisation as a whole is just something they do 

not participate in as much as their department.  

I feel that I engaged on the department. Organisation wise, well, no, I do not know. I do not 

participate in much, organisation wide so that might me more my thing. (P23) 

 

Other state that it is the phase of their career which affects their organisational involvement. 

 

It is not that I do much outside the department, there is that possibility but I am just trying to 

focus on the department for now, because I have not been here for that long. (P14) 

 

One of the main comments research participants presented when asked about this departmental 

engagement experience was the social aspect of the department. The social role of the 

department has a very strong influence on the strength and extent of their engagement towards 

the department.  When I asked: what makes it that you get such a warm and engaging feeling 

towards the department?  

Well, I think it is the direct team, the department in which you work, the people. If that is not 

fun, if the direct people around aren’t fun anymore, the team, I will quit tomorrow. (P26) 

 

To conclude, the participants within this research experience a very strong sense of engagement 

towards the department they work for. They feel that the department is something which is close 

to them and they work with on a daily basis. Furthermore, the department is formed by social 

contacts which are valued by the individuals within this research.  

6.4 Organisational engagement 
 

The third and final layer of the individual engagement experience is organisational engagement. 

The findings collected within this research showed that the participants do not feel engaged 

with the organisation whereas they do feel engagement towards their job and their department. 

The organisational engagement layer focusses on the organisation as a whole, management of 

that organisation and the colleagues outside the own department.  



Chapter 6: Personal engagement experience from the individual perspective: A conceptual model 

114 

 

 
Figure 11: Visualisation of the definition and actors within the organisational engagement layer. 

When I asked the research participants: Do you feel engaged?, they explain:  

 

Yes, with the organisation as a whole, not really. (P1) 

 

But the organisation, then I am less engaged. (P15) 

 

P11 even would go as far as saying that it would not matter if he worked within this organisation 

or in a different one.  

 

I do not think that it makes a difference if you work here, or in [competing hospital] (P11) 

 

When I asked P15, age 61, who has worked her whole career for this hospital, how she feels 

not engaged with the organisation but is showing very loyal behaviour, staying with this 

organisation for all that time. She answers:  

Well, that’s loyalty within my department, not with the organisation. (P15) 

 

When I asked P9 why he does feel engaged towards his job and his department but not towards 

the organisation he answers:  

 

When you are talking about job specific aspect, that’s easier, we can talk about that but when 

you go to such an organisational wide employee meeting and they are talking about numbers 

and money and all other things, that does not tick with people, because it is very abstract, we 

do not know enough about that. (P9) 
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This sentiment is shared by P16:  

 

I am more engaged with my work than with the organisation. (…) It is a bit far for me, do you 

understand? I do not work with it [the organisation] on a daily basis. (P16) 

 

P30 states that she does not know how to experience organisational engagement since the 

people from the organisation are not visible to her:  

 

I do not know how I should feel that [organisational engagement]. Well, it is not that you see 

a lot of people from the management, that they show their faces or something like that. (P30) 

 

To sum up, the research participants articulate organisational engagement as another part of 

their total engagement experience. Reasons for their lack of engagement towards the 

organisation could be the large size of the organisation or the distance participants feel between 

them and the organisation.  

6.5 Resources 
 

The analysis of the findings identified that within the different layers of engagement: job; 

departmental, and organisational, there are different positive and negative influences which 

affect the individual’s engagement experience. These positive and negative influences are 

categorised as resources and hindrances (Fletcher, 2017). First, resources will be presented as 

an aspect of the new conceptual model. Resources are influences on the engagement experience 

which have a positive effect on that engagement experience within the three different layers of 

engagement. There are four different types of resources: personal; task; relational, and 

organisational resources. Resources can be related to each other and affect each other, even 

between the layers. It could be the case that a resource could function as a job engagement 

resource for the one individual and as an organisational engagement resource for another 

individual.  
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An example of a resource is for example mentoring:  

If you look at what I really enjoy? Then that is the support and guidance of students. (P18) 

 

Within this quote, P18 states that mentoring, for him, is a great resource of enjoyment. This 

positively affects his job engagement experience as it makes his job role more enjoyable.  

Table 9 below presents an example of an illustrative quote, related to every type of resource. 

Within this research, there were no personal resources identified. However, in a different 

setting, there could be personal resources such as feelings of competence or a positive work-

life balance (Davis & van der Heijden, 2018; Kahn, 1990).  

Resources 
Task Just all the activities (…) clean a wound, insert a catheter, IV, those kind 

of things. That’s what makes this fun. (P6) 

Organisational I do notice in the team, they are eager to do training. That’s what the 

people really enjoy. (P4) 

Relational It provides a very relaxed working atmosphere. Look, if you’re working 

with colleagues of which you know, I can fall back on them, they will help 

you when needed, then you know you have a very positive and 

trustworthy team. That makes me engaged (P12) 
Table 9: Illustrative quotes related to the different types of resources.  

To sum up, resources are positive influences on the individual engagement experience. There 

are four different types of resources: task; personal; relational, and organisational.  

6.6 Hindrances 
 

Besides positive influences on the engagement experience, there were also negative influences 

identified. These negative influences function as a barrier to engagement. Within this model 

and this research, I have identified those negative influences as hindrances (Fletcher, 2017). 

Hindrances have a negative impact on the engagement experience of the individual. Similar to 

resources as discussed in section 6.5, there are four different types of hindrances: personal; task; 

relational, and organisational resources. Hindrances can be related to each other and affect each 

other, even between the layers. It could be the case that a hindrance could function as a job 
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engagement hindrance for the one individual and as an organisational engagement hindrance 

for another individual. 

An example of a hindrance is an organisational hindrance was shared by P15:  

Those training sessions, always those training sessions. Then I think, here we go again. Then 

we have some kind of communication course. Employee satisfaction research. God, for the 

hundreds time, I think, at a time like that. Communication training, indeed, I have had so 

many of those in my time…(P15) 

In this quote, P15 shares her annoyance with organisational policy which implies the need for 

different training sessions. She experiences these organisational policies as a hindrance. It 

therefore negatively affects her organisational engagement experience. 

Table 10 below, presents an illustrative quote per hindrance category.  

Hindrances 
Task Because when you look at burnout, people are going to crash and burn 

because of this. Because of the work pressure lately. (P1) 

Personal Yes, I suffer from the night shifts, the older I get. (P25) 

Organisational The other week we got a different note [from management to indicate a 

protocol change] to when the ambulance calls, we have to write things 

differently. I didn’t say anything but I think, this is not going to work. I 

am not going to say: oh again, a new note, but I do think, again, such a 

new note. (P15) 

Relational Those are things, yeah, those annoy me. For example, their mobile 

phones, you know that, that phone is used all the time, and then everyone 

says, that is this time, that’s true and that is not a bad thing but not when 

it is super busy and someone is not comfortable or is in pain. Then I 

think, put that thing away, make sure that patient is comfortable and then 

I am fine with it. That should have priority. I do struggle with that. That’s 

also part of my list [of reasons to retire], I don’t want it to annoy me any 

longer. (P15) 
Table 10: Illustrative quotes related to the different types of hindrances.  

Within the experience of the research participants, they describe their job, departmental and 

organisational engagement experience as separate layers which together make up the total 

engagement experience. For example, their engagement towards their job and their department 

does not automatically make them engaged towards the organisation. Additionally, their 

disengagement towards the organisation, does not make them not engaged overall. However, 
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though the research participants separate these different levels (job, department and 

organisation) as separate, there are resources and hindrances which influence different levels. 

As a result, these different levels are linked and do influence each other. 

Analysis of the findings indicate that these resources and hindrances are not a quantitative sum. 

For example, a resource could be a relatively small one where a hindrance could be relatively 

large. For example, a task resource (enjoying the job description activities) could be negatively 

affected by a high work pressure which is such an influential hindrance that it overpowers the 

task resource. If there are for example only hindrances, this negatively affects the individual 

engagement experience. However, two resources against one hindrance, does not automatically 

mean a positive effect to the engagement experience. This one hindrance can be so high, that it 

overpowers the two experienced resources.  

This complex balance influences the total engagement experience of the individual. 

Additionally, if there are neither resources nor hindrances within the organisational engagement 

layer, there is no engagement towards that layer, simply because there is no involvement. Where 

there is no involvement, there can be no engagement.  

To sum up, hindrances are negative influences on the individual engagement experience. 

Similarly to resources, there are four types of hindrances: task; personal; relational, and 

organisational.  

6.7 Management engagement reciprocity 
 

The final aspect which emerged following analysis of the findings was research participants’ 

expectation of receiving engagement back from management. This management engagement 

reciprocity involves the employees’ need to receive engagement from the management of the 

organisation they work for, in order to provide engagement themselves. In order words, if you 

(management) are engaged with me (employee), I will be engaged with you. Additionally, as a 
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result of the structured antagonism lens which was used to analyse the findings, the unequal 

power relationship between employee and employer was found to affect this aspect of the 

engagement experience as well.  

While at first glance this especially affects the organisational engagement layer, it affects the 

total engagement experience of the research participants. The majority of the participants stated 

that they were not being engaged or did not receive engagement from the organisation. They 

asked the question: If they do not show engagement towards me, why should I show 

engagement? (P13). 

The observations I made within the hospital showed that the employees feel distance and 

resistance against the management of the hospital, this includes the management above their 

direct departmental supervisor. During the coffee breaks the whole team often spoke in a 

sarcastic and denigrating way about the leadership of the hospital, especially when a new policy 

or process was introduced. Furthermore, when introducing this research to the employees they 

were extremely eager to share their story since they felt like someone was listening to them, 

which they felt normally never happened.  

P18 states that he feels that he and his colleagues are not being engaged by the organisation:  

I do not feel engaged with the organisation (…) we are not being engaged regarding the 

organisation as a whole (P18) 

P23 states that she feels that the organisation shows little engagement towards her:  

I do not feel engagement towards the organisation, because it is just a very large hospital. 

They, up there [management, board of directors] just have very little with us, at least, that’s 

how it feels. Perhaps I am wrong, I do not have the feeling that they know what happens on 

the working floor. That might be just a feeling though. (P23)   

Sometimes I miss it the other way around, that the organisation does something for us. (P24) 

 

P25 shares this sentiment and wonders how the organisation shows their engagement:  
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When I look at engagement towards the employees, now, they are very busy with watching the 

break times, and then we think, is this a piece of engagement from them, to us? I think that 

engagement could be helping with night shifts, help in any way possible. For example, in the 

evening hours, these are only small things, but if you have a late shift, you have to take care 

of your own dinner because the hospital does not offer anything specifically for the 

employees. Those kind of things, they do cut costs on that, I do understand but you do have 

people that work here. (P25) 

 

She continued with wondering why she would show engagement.  

 

I am proud of my job, can I put it that way? Yes, I think it is great that we all, together, are 

managing a great ICU, I am proud of that. As an organisation, I do not have much with that. I 

do not feel that they [the organisation, the management] has much with us. (…) They look at 

us and do they really see a person or do they think: I can replace you in a second? (…) I think 

it is important that you feel that you are being ‘carried’ by the organisation, and it does not 

feel like that. You are just one of many, you will just be moved. Why would I show different 

behaviour? So my own has the priority. (P25) 

 

This sentiment of feeling replaceable is shared by P19 and prohibits organisational engagement 

because engagement is not reciprocated.  

 

I feel that I am just one of the many on the lung ward. That does not bother me that much but 

it would be nice to have more insight. That you are able to tell others about things. (P19) 

 

On the question of how the organisation could create more engagement P2 answered:  

That we get the feeling, that we all get the feeling that we are being heard. That they do 

something with our problems. This is not the feeling that we are getting at the minute. (P2)  

 

I asked the same question to P9, he signals transparency as an issue:  

 

Because there is just too little transparency (…) that will make us more engaged because we 

know what is going on. We do not have to know every little detail or money stream but I think 

it is important to inform us of medical decisions. We decided to stop that procedure come 

October, have we spent that money? How does that go? (…) I think that you will 

automatically engage the employees more, if you inform them of what is going on or ask them 

how they tackle certain things. (P9) 



Chapter 6: Personal engagement experience from the individual perspective: A conceptual model 

121 

 

To sum up, the final part of the conceptual model is management engagement reciprocity. This 

is the need employees have to receive engagement from the management of the organisation 

they work for. If this engagement is not reciprocated, this can have a negative impact on the 

individual engagement experience.  

6.8 Conclusion 
 

Chapter six introduced a new conceptual model which illustrates how the individual 

engagement experience emerged from the findings collected for this research thesis. The three 

levels: job; departmental, and organisational, emerged as three different levels through which 

research participants identified their own engagement experience. These levels can stand on 

their own and an individual can feel engagement to one level, e.g. job engagement layer, and 

not to another level, e.g. organisational engagement layer. Together, these three levels make up 

the total engagement experience of an individual.  

These three levels are influenced by different hindrances and resources. There are four different 

types of resources and hindrances: task; personal; relational, and organisational (Fletcher, 

2017). Additionally, the whole engagement experience is influenced by management 

engagement reciprocity.  

In the next chapter, the conceptual model of the individual engagement experience will be 

utilised to analyse the different engagement experience individuals have within different stages 

of their careers.  
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Chapter 7: Personal engagement experience and career 

stages 

Within this second empirical chapter, the new conceptual model of the individual engagement 

experience, as discussed in chapter 6, is utilised to illustrate and understand the engagement 

experience of individuals within different stages of their careers. As the methodology chapter 

already described, thirty in-depth interviews, supported by four weeks of observations and an 

analysis of organisational documents was executed. This introduction will present how the 

research participants were divided into career stages as well as introduce the coming 

subsections which will visualise the gathered findings, per career stage.  

To recap, the aim of this research is to explore the individual engagement experience. This 

research focuses on how this engagement experience works and what influences this experience 

at an individual level. This research is based on the following research questions: 

1. How does an individual experience engagement at work? 

2. What factors influence the experience engagement at work, for an individual?  

3. How does a career stage influence the individual engagement experience at work? 

 

This chapter focusses on all three questions as well as specifically addresses question three, 

regarding the career stage influence on the engagement experience. This chapter will present 

the different engagement experiences and influences on this experience, of the different career 

stages. 

While Super’s (1954; 1980) theory of career stages generally recognises three career stages 

within the working phase of an individual: exploratory stage, advancement stage and 

maintenance stage. I have chosen to divide the participants within this research into four 

categories: exploratory, early advancement, late advancement and maintenance stage. I have 

made this decision on the basis of  the findings. These findings showed a clear difference 
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between the experience of participants within the early advancement stage of their career (3 to 

12 years of experience) compared to the late advancement stage (12 to 33 years of experience). 

Figure 12 below, illustrates how the gathered findings related to themes and how these themes 

have led to the division of the career stages.  

 

Figure 12: Illustrative quotes and observations in relation to different career stages and their characteristics. (Adapted from: 
Traeger et al., 2021).  

Besides career stage theory and the engagement experience, the influence of structured 

antagonism: an unequal power relationship between employer and employee, characterised by 

different interests and goals, will be considered (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013). This structured 

antagonism stance is woven into different aspects of the engagement experience and will be 

presented where relevant.  

As a result of the findings presented in figure 12, the career stages have been divided in the 

following categories, which are displayed in table 11 below.  
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Career stage Years of experience Age 

Exploratory career stage 0-3 years of experience  21-25 years old 

Early advancement career stage 3 to 12 years of experience 26-33 years old 

Late advancement career stage 12 to 33 years of experience 34-54 years old 

Maintenance stage Last 10 years of career 55-64 years old 
Table 11: Division of the career stages.  

The following table displays the participants within this research, their age, gender, experience, 

years at organisation, the department they work for and their career stage.  

Career stage Code Age M/F Experience Years at 

organisation 

Department 

Exploratory P3 21 Female 1 year 1 year Traumatology 
ward 

Exploratory P5 25 Female 1 year 1 year Surgery ward 

Exploratory P6 22 Female 1 year 1 year Traumatology 

ward 

Exploratory P7 22 Female 2 years 2 years Surgery ward 

Exploratory P8 22 Female 1 year 1 year Surgery ward 

Exploratory P12 25 Female 2 years 2 years Surgery ward 

Exploratory P14 24 Female  <1 year <1 year Surgery ward 

Exploratory P20 21 Female <6 months <6 months Lung ward 

Exploratory P21 22 Female 1 year 6 months Lung ward 

Early advancement P1 30 Female 9 years 9 years A&E 

Early advancement P4 33 Female 11 years 11 years Surgery ward 

Early advancement P10 28 Male 7 years 7 years A&E 

Early advancement P11 33 Male 8 years 8 years A&E 

Early advancement P13 29 Male 7 years 7 years A&E & ICU 

Early advancement P24 33 Male 12 years 12 years ICU 

Early advancement P30 29 Female 5 years 5 years ICU 

Late advancement P2 52  Female 34 years 20 years A&E 

Late advancement P9 36 Male 15 years 4.5 years  A&E 

Late advancement P17 35 Female 13 years 13 years Lung ward 

Late advancement P19 40 Female 18 years 18 years Lung ward 

Late advancement P22 35 Female 13 years 13 years A&E 

Late advancement P23 42 Female 20 years 20 years A&E 

Late advancement P25 44 Female 24 years 12 years (with 

short 

interruption) 

ICU 

Late advancement P26 53 Female 33 years 33 years ICU 

Late advancement P27 49 Male 31 years 15 years ICU 

Maintenance stage P15 61 Female 45 years 40 years A&E 

Maintenance stage P16 56 Female 34 years 17 years Lung ward 

Maintenance stage P18 64 Male 40 years 40 years Lung ward 

Maintenance stage P28 64 Male 40 years 14 years ICU 

Maintenance stage P29 55 Male 38 years 38 years ICU 
Table 12: Overview of the participants and their career stages. 

To be able to visualise and understand the complex engagement experience, the individual 

engagement model described in chapter 6 will be used. The findings of the different research 
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participants within the different career stages will be organised according to this model. This 

model will visualise the complex and fluctuating nature of the engagement experience, the three 

levels (job, departmental and organisational), as well as the resources and hindrances which 

influence personal engagement.  

The following findings section of this chapter will start with the exploratory stage findings, 

followed by the early advancement, late advancement and maintenance career stage findings. 

7.1 Exploratory career stage 
 

This second empirical chapter, chapter 7 will start with presenting the engagement experience 

of the exploratory career stage. The exploratory stage is the first stage of an individual’s career, 

according to Super’s (1957; 1980) division of career stages. Within this stage, the individual 

becomes acquainted with working life, the organisation they work for and the tasks they are 

expected to carry out. 

In exploring this engagement experience, the new conceptual model, discussed in chapter 6 will 

be used to present and organise the findings. By using this model as a structure, these findings 

can indicate the difference in the engagement experience within different career stages. 

Code Age M/F Experience Years at organisation Department 

P3 21 Female 1 year 1 year Traumatology ward 

P5 25 Female 1 year 1 year Surgery ward 

P6 22 Female 1 year 1 year Traumatology ward 

P7 22 Female 2 years 2 years Surgery ward 

P8 22 Female 1 year 1 year Surgery ward 

P12 25 Female 2 years 2 years Surgery ward 

P14 24 Female  <1 year <1 year Surgery ward 

P20 21 Female <6 months <6 months Lung ward 

P21 22 Female 1 year 6 months Lung ward 
Table 13: Exploratory stage participants  

The nine research participants within this exploratory career stage are all in their early twenties 

and work on the normal wards within the hospital. Table 13 above provides an overview of 

their age, gender, experience, years at organisation and their department.  
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This subsection will idenfitfy themes within the engagement experience of exploratory stage 

research particpants. Quotes taken from the interviews and observations will be supported by 

organisational materials where relevant.  

Figure 13 below presents the new conceptual model, completed with an overview of the 

influences on the different levels of engagement: job; departemental, and organisational, and 

the different resources and hindrances affiliated with the different layers.  

 

Figure 13: Conceptual model of the layers of engagement: exploratory career stage. 

The new conceptual model shows resources in both the job and departmental engagement layer. 

There are no resources nor hindrances within the organisational level, hence, no involvement. 

There were no hindrances identified for the exploratory career stage engagement experience. 

Task resources, focussed on mastering the tasks which come with this new role as well as 
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socialising resources within the departmental level form the core of the engagement experience 

of the exploratory stage research participant.  

This chapter will start with presenting the influence of management engagement reciprocity, as 

stated at the top of the model. The following subsection will present the findings on the job 

engagement level. This section is followed by the departmental engagement experience and 

concludes with the organisational engagement experience. 

7.1.1 Management engagement reciprocity 
 

Within the explanation of the model in chapter 6, the importance of management engagement 

reciprocity within the analysed findings has been discussed. Within this subsection of the 

exploratory stage findings, management engagement reciprocity is also very visible. Especially 

within this career stage, this is interesting to see since there is little to no organisational 

interaction, yet the lack of management engagement reciprocity is influencing their engagement 

experience.  

When I ask P7 about her opinion on the management of the hospital, she answers:  

I do not notice them [management] at all. Sometimes I see a message from them on the 

organisational webpage but that’s that. I could go to those organisational information 

evenings but then I think: I have enough on my plate, that sounds lazy right? I do not really 

have a vision on them, if I am being honest. But with some things, how they are organised, I 

think they could do some more. I mean, the other time, when we had very busy night shifts, 

especially on the week nights. Then we asked for another flexible night shifts between two 

wards, who can jump in whenever necessary. Because when you have one confused patient, I 

have to sit with them all the time. This person could then sit with them, while I would take 

care of the other patients. (…) that was not allowed, that annoyed me. (P7) 

Within this passionate response, P7 shows her disconnection with the management of the 

hospital by not attending information evenings. She also refers to the reason why she is not 

engaged with the management, this is due to her request for extra help which was denied. She 
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went on to explain in detail what it meant for her to not have those extra hands. Within her 

passion in explaining her disconnect with the management, it became clear that because she felt 

the management was not engaged with her and did not listen, she took distance in engaging 

with the management.  

When I asked P12 how she felt about the management of the organisation she told me the 

following:  

You know, from up there [management] they should show a little more engagement to what 

happens, also to what happens on the work floor. I just feel that here, you have the high 

members of the board, you have regional heads, department heads, I feel that the department 

heads are engaged with us, they are located with us on the ward. But the others, those who 

are above me? (…) I have no idea. Perhaps they have a job description of what a nurse 

should do but they have no idea what happens on the floor. An example of this is the patient – 

nurse ratio. We have to stand 1 on 5 [1 nurse with 5 patients] I am fine with that but in 

general, our load is heavier, this was shown from research and measurements taken from our 

ward. But they do nothing with those, we are just 1 on 5. They just say, we will do nothing 

with that research. (12) 

Within this answer, P12 showed a clear example of the lack of management engagement 

reciprocity by ignoring research taken from the ward on workload. She feels that those results 

are just tossed aside and the management continues with what they are doing. She also said that 

there could be more engagement from the management with what happens on the work floor. 

Additionally, she says, something which came up in almost every interview, that she feels that 

the management does not knows what happens on the work floor. This also comes up within 

the interview with P6: 

I think upstairs [management] does not know what happens here on the ward. Sometimes, 

family of patients tells us: I do not know how you do it all, they are just surprised. (…) I think 

they [management] do not know what happens on the ward. I really think that if they would 

join us for a day and see it all, how hectic it all is, then I think they would see things 

differently. (P6) 



Chapter 7: Personal engagement experience and career stages 

129 

 

Besides the management not showing engagement towards the employees, P21 also states that 

she does not know much about them either: 

Within my induction, I think, yes, I saw the board of directors, just a quick second. I think they 

were there, they just came in, said, I am this and that and left. I don’t know but it just feels 

very far away from me. We do not notice much from them, on departmental level. Because our 

department head is in between everything. I do not have much with them. If I did have a 

chance to talk to them, I would ask them to join me for a day, on the ward. I just feel that we 

are so far apart, that the management does not know how things are done on a department. I 

think it would be very good for their views, to look at the practice and the different 

disciplines. They have these fancy calculating modules and research, but how are things 

really, in practice? I do not know if they have good insight in that. I have no idea. I really do 

not have much insight about what they do and know. (P21) 

P21 here states that the management of the organisation she works for feels far away, there is 

no connection to what she does on a daily basis and what the management does. Even though 

they work for the same organisation. She also indicates that she would like to close that gap by 

explaining her work in practice, to the management, to create that understanding and 

engagement back and forth.  

Furthermore, P21 adds that she feels unsure if the management is able to provide her with a 

contract renewal in a few months: 

I do trust them [management], but well… I have to get a new contract in December, I really 

hope they have enough money to give me a new contract…  (P21) 

This quote is also an indication of the lack of power the employee experiences and all the power 

the management of the organisation holds. They have the power to renew or not renew a 

contract and the employee just has to ‘hope’ and ‘trust’ that there is enough budget to renew a 

contract.  

Even though exploratory career stage research participants have little to no organisational 

involvement, they do miss the engagement from the management. They feel that the 
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management is not engaged with them, does not take them seriously and does not know what 

they do in practice. They feel that if the management would join them in their daily tasks for a 

day, they would have a better understanding of the employees which they are managing.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Management 

engagement 

reciprocity 

I do not notice them [management] at all (P7) 

Lack of visibility You know, from up there [management] they should show a little 

more engagement to what happens, also to what happens on the 

work floor. I just feel that here, you have the high members of the 

board, you have regional heads, department heads, I feel that the 

department heads are engaged with us, they are located with us on 

the ward. But the others, those who are above me? (…) I have no 

idea. (P12) 

Distance between 

management and 

employees 

I think upstairs [management] does not know what happens here 

on the ward. (P6) 

Unequal power 

relationship  

I do trust them [management], but well… I have to get a new 

contract in December, I really hope they have enough money to 

give me a new contract…  (P21) 
Table 14: Exploratory stage and management engagement reciprocity: Illustrative quotes. 

7.1.2 Job engagement  
 

This subsection will discuss the first layer of the engagement experience: job engagement, for 

the exploratory career stage individuals. Job engagement is the engagement an individual 

experiences toward the job description and role tasks they carry out on a daily basis.  

Individuals within the exploratory stage of their careers expressed their engagement with the 

job and the task aspects of that job.  

P6 comments on her engagement with her job and her tasks.   

My work, my job description, yes, I do feel engaged with that (P6) 

Similarly, to P21 who states that she is engaged with her work and the department she works 

for, not so much with the organisation as a whole.  
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I feel more engaged with my work and the department, less with the organisation as a whole 

(P21) 

Besides indicating that her engagement experience has three levels, P21 also acknowledged 

how she feels more engaged with her work and the department she works for, less with the 

organisation as a whole. When I asked her, as a follow-up question, why this was, she stated 

that the department and her work was something she is working with on a daily basis. The 

organisation feels further away, not something she is confronted with every day. This also 

relates to the notion that when there is no involvement, there can be no engagement. 

Furthermore, this statement from P21 relates to the lack of management engagement 

reciprocity, as mentioned in the previous subsection 7.1.1. Where is stated that the 

management feels far away and the research participants feel that the management does not 

know what they do in practice. Furthermore, the research participants do not know what the 

management does. As a result of this feeling of distance and unknowing, there is no 

engagement experienced.  

The following section will discuss the resources and hindrances related to the job engagement 

experience. After every concept, a table is shared with illustrative quotes from every 

influence.  

Resources 

Resources are aspects of the total work experience of an individual which can heighten the 

engagement experience through a motivational process (Fletcher, 2017). Within the exploratory 

stage and at the job engagement level, participants highlighted three different task resources 

which affects their job engagement experience: task and role characteristics and developing 

competencies.  
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Task resources  

Task resources are motivational aspects of an individual’s day-to-day job role (Amabile & 

Kramer, 2011; Fletcher, 2017). Job tasks can act as a motivational resource which facilitates 

personal growth and achieving work goals (Fletcher, 2017). For the exploratory stage individual 

are task resources key in their engagement experience. In their words: Doing my daily tasks 

within my department is my whole working experience (P20). Within the task resources 

category, three different influences were identified: task characteristics, role characteristics and 

developing competencies.  

Task characteristics  

Task characteristics emerged from the findings as important influences on job engagement 

within the exploratory stage of an individual’s career. Task characteristics are specific 

characteristics of the individual’s job description.  

Employees within the exploratory stage of their career focus a lot on task specific items if I ask 

them what they enjoy about their job. P12 comments on the patient contact and the busyness of 

the job that she enjoys.  

I have a lot of patient contact, I am busier. I do not have to be behind the computer a lot, I 

like that (P12) 

The patient contact and the active nature of the job, different from an office job for example, is 

a task characteristic of the job that P12 specifically enjoys. These characteristics of the job, the 

human aspect and the active, ‘on your feet’ aspect is something which was shared a lot by the 

participants within this career stage (P3, P5, P8, P12, P20, P21). Interestingly, this ‘active’ 

character of the job is something which is quite unique to this educational level of jobs. As the 

majority of the bachelor’s degree level jobs are office jobs, rather than active, ‘on your feet’ job 

descriptions.  
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P6 comments on the technical task characteristics of the job that she particularly enjoys.  

Just all the activities (…) clean a wound, insert a catheter, IV, those kind of things. That’s 

what makes this fun. (P6) 

In naming the technical aspects of her job, P6 specifically indicates that they are the specific 

task characteristics which makes the job enjoyable for her and which shapes her job engagement 

experience. Especially at the beginning of an individual’s career, mastering those task 

characteristics is challenging and therefore can shape the individual’s experience. As a result 

of focussing on mastering those specific task characteristics of the job fulfils the majority of an 

individual’s experience on the day-to-day job, this shapes their engagement experience and 

specifically their job engagement experience.  

I really think that I focussed, also because I graduated recently, focussed totally on my tasks. I 

thought, the rest, stop, I will first focus on my tasks and my colleagues, the different illnesses, 

I will completely focus on that. And the rest, that will come later (P3) 

Within this quote, P3 indicates that engagement in relation these tasks is essential within her 

career stage since she is still mastering all the tasks which come with the role. As she said, her 

focus is on her tasks and her colleagues, all the other aspects of the working experience will 

come later in her career. 

Role characteristics 
 

Besides task characteristics, role characteristics have a large influence on the exploratory 

stage individual job engagement experience. Role characteristics are characteristics of the role 

an individual fulfils within their job. In a sense it is the meaning a certain role brings to the 

individuals job experience (Kahn, 1990).  

P5 comments on the feeling it gives her with fulfil her job as a nurse.  

I do feel a certain feeling of pride when I walk around here, definitely. (P5) 
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When I ask her about why she feels this pride, she explains the difficult educational journey 

she had to go through which is, especially for exploratory career stage individuals, fresh in 

their minds.  

 

You know, I started at KBL [level 2] level. Now I am a HBO [level 6] nurse (…) I do feel that 

you can be proud of that. (P5) 

 

Furthermore, (P5) states that the pride comes with the skills that she accumulated over all 

those educational levels which makes her able to really help people, to really make a 

difference. This ‘helping people’ aspect of the nursing role is something which is shared by 

other individuals within the exploratory career stage. This sense of helping people is closely 

related to the meaningfulness dimension as stated by Kahn (1990).  

 

For example, P8 comments on the humanitarian aspect which comes with the role which 

provides her with a sense of meaningfulness.  

 

Yes, I think it is very cool if people who were very ill, when they can walk, walk out the door. 

When everyone tries their best to get someone well again. (P8) 

 

With this comment P8 states her and her colleagues’ role in helping others satisfies her and 

ensures she enjoys her role.  

However, P6 also acknowledges that not everyone knows exactly what their role is: 

I do not think that they know what we do on the ward. Even family, they say, do you have to 

do all that? (…) A lot of people think, it is just washing people, but that is not true. (P6). 

This feeling of others not knowing the importance of their roles can harm their own view and 

as a result the influence on the job engagement experience.  
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Developing competencies 
 

The findings indicate that individuals within the exploratory career stage are focused on 

developing their competencies. Developing competencies is a crucial aspect of the day to day 

working life of the exploratory stage individual since they are new to the job and therefore must 

develop all the competencies to fully master the role. This focus therefore accounts for a large 

part of their job engagement experience.   

 

P3 mentions how importance training is to her:   

 

I think training is very important. I would go to any training session, even when I did not get 

hours [pay] for it. (P3) 

 

This comment shows how training, any training, is important for her, for developing her 

competencies. She is intrinsically motivated and does not need any financial compensation to 

develop her competencies. When I asked her why she thought training was so important she 

went on to share how she feels that training makes her a better nurse and helps her with feeling 

more secure in her day-to-day job.  

Within the organisational documents it also became clear that training is a central part within 

the working experience of individuals within this organisation. While there is no distinction 

made between career stages, there is a large focus on training and development. There is a 

special in-house academy which manages all the training and development of all the employees. 

The organisational documents show that it is key within the healthcare sector to stay up to date 

on all the new procedures and that it is key to training young professionals to be an expert within 

their field. To do so they have different in-house, in person and e-learning modules which are 

available for all employees (e.g., safety, communication, advanced procedures or specialisation 

courses such as oncology specialisation). Some are obligatory (new procedures and national 

guidelines) and some are available for employees to sign up to.  
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This learning on the job, every day, aspect of the exploratory stage individual is shared by P21, 

who comments on how she is learning on the job, every day and how this is important for her.  

 

I learn here every day, every day I feel like I have seen something new. (P21) 

 

When I went on to ask her how this everyday learning feels she shared how this makes her 

motivated to learn even more as well as develop her role as a nurse.  

Similar to what the exploratory stage research participants shared in the task characteristics 

section, mastering the day-to-day job is their main priority. Therefore, developing competencies 

is crucial as well as an important aspect and motivation for them to obtain that goal of mastering 

the job. As a result, ‘developing competencies’ is a resource influencing their job engagement 

experience.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Task resources Doing my daily tasks within my department is my whole working 

experience (P20) 

Task 

characteristics 

Just all the activities (…) clean a wound, insert a catheter, IV, those 

kind of things. That’s what makes this fun. (P6) 

Role 

characteristics  

I do feel a certain feeling of pride when I walk around here, 

definitely. (P5) 

Developing 

competencies 

I think training is very important. I would go to a training session, 

even when I did not get hours [pay] for it. (P3) 

Table 15: Exploratory stage and job engagement: illustrative quotes. 

7.1.3 Departmental engagement 
 

The second level within the individual engagement experience is departmental engagement. 

This second layer of engagement focusses on the department an individual works in. This 

departmental engagement layer includes their direct colleagues and supervisor who is located 

on the ward. Similar to the structure of the job engagement level, resources and hindrances are 

presented within this section.  

I feel engaged with this [P21 spreads arms], the department, less with the larger whole [the 

organisation] (P21) 
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This statement from P21 illustrates the general perception of exploratory stage participants. 

They feel engaged with the departmental layer. However, the organisational layer feels ‘big’ 

and far away.  

Resources 

Within the departmental layer of the engagement experience of the exploratory stage 

individual there are several resources that influences their experience. The main resource 

category is relational resources. Within the relational resources category, work climate, 

interpersonal support and supervisor relations emerged from the data. 

Relational resources 

The findings showed that relational resources are key within the development of personal 

engagement within the exploratory stage of an individual’s career. As P21 stated in within 

subsection 7.1.2: I will first focus on my tasks and my colleagues. Relational resources are 

influences on the engagement experience which are coming from interactions with individuals 

at work. This could be colleagues, patients, or the individual’s supervisor. Within the 

exploratory stage, departmental engagement layer, there were three relational resources 

identified: work climate, interpersonal support and supervisor relations.  

Work climate 

Key within the relational resources experience during the exploratory stage is the work climate, 

exploratory stage individuals experience when interacting within the team at work.  

P20 is a female nurse who had done an internship within the same department during her degree. 

She was able to come back as a full employee after she had finished her degree.  

Everyone likes it that I am back, so that gives me a good feeling (P20) 
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Especially for the exploratory stage individual, they are young, inexperienced and they are new 

within the team. To experienced colleagues who are happy you are part of the team, is very 

valuable and reassuring for the exploratory stage individual who seeks that reassurance.  

 

These positive interpersonal interactions are something which P3 also picks up on and values:  

 

Also from colleagues, or if something happens with someone else and you help them out (…) 

that they feedback, say thank you or give you their compliments, yes, very important. (P3) 

 

P8 compares her enjoyment of working within a team with a placement she had to do. 

Working within a team positively contributes to her departmental engagement experience.  

 

I really enjoy working in a team. If you compare this to one of my placements where I had to 

provide care for people at home, that’s also fine but then you always work by yourself. The 

fact that we work together, that is what I really enjoy here. Doing the work together. (…) We 

are so close, everyone helps each other but they can also be very serious when they have to. 

But we also have fun. If you see when someone is very busy, they will help you out. I always 

enjoy that, if I am stuck somewhere, someone will take over, without asking. I can always fall 

back on them. (P8) 

 

Within this quote P8 explains that working in a team, and such a close team as they have, is one 

of the major enjoyments and engagement sources she experiences within the role.  

 

Compliments of colleagues can be influences which can help the exploratory stage within the 

development of their job role, something which was discussed in the previous section. Their 

inexperience within the role could make them insecure and these compliments can act as 

reassurance within their development. A positive work climate and the confirmations they can 

bring, can also positively influence getting acquainted within the job. As mentioned before, 

most of the influences are connected and influence each other.  



Chapter 7: Personal engagement experience and career stages 

139 

 

Interpersonal support  

Interpersonal support can be seen as a relational resource. Interpersonal support is the support 

the exploratory stage individual experiences from her direct colleagues. This can be in the form 

of reassurance, compliments and acceptance. The findings indicated that trust and support 

within the team are key for exploratory stage members of those teams to experience a safe and 

supportive work environment in which they can develop within their role and master their job 

tasks.  

P21 identified an example of her first day on the lung ward.  

It was completely packed with banners saying; Welcome (P21 name)! Very warm and sweet 

and everyone knew who I was, they really took me by the hand. (P21) 

 

This statement made by P21, really indicates how much she appreciated that gesture, 

especially on her first day and all the pressure and insecurity that comes with that first day. 

This quote illustrates how, exploratory stage individuals positively perceive different acts of 

interpersonal support.  

 

P14 signals the importance of being viewed as a full colleague, even when you are just 

starting out. This illustrates the importance of engagement and support that is being shown 

from colleagues to exploratory stage individuals:   

 

I also think, compared to other placements, that here you are not viewed as a student per see. 

They give you the feeling that you are really part of the group, even being a student still. (…) 

When you are being engaged like that, you feel more engagement towards the department as 

well. (P14) 

 

With this statement, P14 states that it is important for her to feel and be engaged by the 

department as well as showing engagement herself. Furthermore, P14 illustrates how much it 



Chapter 7: Personal engagement experience and career stages 

140 

 

meant for her to be seen and valued as a full nurse by her colleagues. This type of intergroups 

support positively affects her departmental engagement experience.  

P5 explains how this shown support and engagement affects her and her colleagues who are 

also at the exploratory stage of their careers.  

Everyone is so open to new nurses. I also don’t have the feeling that people are finding it 

annoying when you ask something, no, not at all. (P5) 

This attitude and support others have towards exploratory stage nurses is key withing their 

feeling of safety as well as within their growth within the role. This aspect of support is shared 

by P14 who comments on the openness and safe environment within the group to ask questions.  

When you don’t know, you can ask everyone, and if they don’t know, you will ask someone 

else. Not an issue at all. (P14) 

As P14 specifically mentions, that openness to ask questions and how comfortable she feels to 

do so is important to her and to her complete experience. It directly affects her ability to get 

acquainted and develop within her job role. This intergroup support leads to a very relaxed and 

safe atmosphere, as commented on by P12.  

It provides a very relaxed working atmosphere. Look, if you’re working with colleagues of 

which you know, I can fall back on them, they will help you when needed, then you know you 

have a very positive and trustworthy team. That makes me engaged (P12) 

Nonetheless, the junior position of an exploratory stage individual does affect how they 

communicate within the department as well as their perceived role within the group as shared 

by P21:  

 

Yes, I have been working here for 6 months now. I am very young compared to a lot of other 

colleagues here on the ward. So, when the discussion is started, then I think… Well, I won’t 

be engaging in that discussion. (P21) 
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P21 here illustrates the effect her perceived position has on her role within the department. Her 

junior position results in her being passive within social and professional discussions between 

colleagues.  

P20’s response consists of a sense of pride of belonging and a sense of recognition within the 

intergroup support communication.  

Well, what my colleagues tell me is that I fit in rather well. We have had a few other 

colleagues from other department who came here. They had the choice to stay but they said 

no. They just weren’t the right type, compared to the rest of the team. (P20) 

Intergroup support offers acceptance and safety for exploratory career stage individuals which 

results in a positive effect on the departmental engagement layer. Furthermore, this results 

affects their ability to develop within their role as a nurse which affects their job engagement 

experience.  

Supervisor relations 

Besides their direct colleagues within the department, the supervisor has an influence as well. 

The findings indicated that exploratory stage individuals do not have much with the 

organisational management: I don’t know, it is just far away for me (P21). However, they do 

rely on their direct supervisor on the ward who manages them directly.  

 

P7 expresses how she is comfortable with the situation of having one supervisor within the 

department who keeps an eye on everything. 

 

I do like how they have organised things here. Just one person above, who watches everything 

(P7) 

This indicates how the exploratory stage individual positively experiences clear lines of power, 

something which she can rely on, while focussing on her own development. Due to these clear 
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lines, this is not something she has to put efforts towards. This is also related to the lack of 

professional experience the exploratory stage research participant possesses. Positive 

interactions with the direct supervisor offers support and guidance within their relatively 

unexperienced career stage. As a result, they have someone to fall back on and they can just 

focus on masting the tasks which come with the role.  

P3 of the traumatology ward expresses how she can convey in and rely on her supervisor.  

She is such a great person (…) I know I can go to her with anything and she will also keep 

this confidential (…) I have to say, she really stands up for you, as a nurse. (P3) 

These quotes indicate how connected and appreciative she is with her supervisor. Furthermore, 

it shows the importance having such a trustworthy person within the department on which the 

exploratory stage individual can fall back on. This feeling is shared by P21 of the lung ward as 

well.  

He is very approachable; his door is always open (P21) 

Furthermore, the exploratory stage individuals feel engagement from their supervisor, to them.  

She’s engaged with us, in a professional manner. (…) She’s sincerely interested. (P7) 

This quote indicates how the exploratory stage individual perceives engagement being shown 

to them by the supervisor, as something they value and therefore return.  

Exploratory stage individuals perceive the supervisor as a safe entity of who’s role is clear and 

defined. This helps them to create a safe environment in which they can put their main focus 

on developing within the role.   

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Relational 

resources 

Also from colleagues, or if something happens with someone else and 

you help them out (…) that they feedback, say thank you or give you 

their compliments, yes, very important. (P3). 

Work climate I really enjoy working in a team. If you compare this to one of my 

placements where I had to provide care for people at home, that’s 

also fine but then you always work by yourself. The fact that we work 

together, that is what I really enjoy here. Doing the work together. 

(…) We are so close, everyone helps each other but they can also be 
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very serious when they have to. But we also have fun. If you see when 

someone is very busy, they will help you out. I always enjoy that, if I 

am stuck somewhere, someone will take over, without asking. I can 

always fall back on them. (P8) 

Intergroup 

support 

It provides a very relaxed working atmosphere. Look, if you’re 

working with colleagues of which you know, I can fall back on them, 

they will help you when needed, then you know you have a very positive 

and trustworthy team. (P12) 

Supervisor 

relations 

She is such a great person (…) I know I can go to her with anything 

and she will also keep this confidential (P3) 

Table 16: Exploratory stage and departmental engagement: illustrative quotes. 

 

7.1.4 Organisational engagement 
 

Within the interviews, the exploratory stage individuals all stated that they did not experience 

engagement towards the organisational layer. When I asked them about reasons why they were 

not engaged with the organisation they had answers similar to P21: 

But I have not been here for that long, other colleagues really have working groups and those 

kind of organisational things, I do not have those yet. (P21) 

From this statement can be read that when an individual has organisation wide participation, no 

involvement. P21 states that she is not involved with the organisation and therefore, she does 

not feel engaged with it.  

This statement is shared by P6 who states that it is a lack of information.  

You notice those things of the whole hospital, a little less. I mean, a lot happens on the 

organisational level, but those are not things you work with yourself, the head of the 

department does that. What happens up there [management of the hospital], with all the 

directors and stuff, I do not receive that information (P6) 

 

But the majority of the participants state that it is just too early for them to get involved and 

engage with the organisation. They are working on mastering their tasks and working within 

the department. There is no focus on the organisation.  

How do I explain… I am just working on my department and I carry out my tasks there (P5) 
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I am not focussed on the organisation at all, just the department. (…) But I do think this will 

come, later, when I am more experienced. (P8) 

 

Well, it is not that I am really participating within things outside the department, I just want 

to focus on mastering the department because I have not been here for that long. That seems 

enough for now. (P14) 

 

As a result, because there are no resources nor demands on the organisational level, the 

exploratory stage individual does not feel engaged at that level. They indicate that they want to 

focus on the job and the department before engaging with the organisation as a whole.  

7.1.5 Conclusion 
 

Exploratory stage individuals experience engagement on the job and departmental level, yet not 

on the organisational level. The main focus of the exploratory research participant is on 

development within the job role and mastering the tasks that come with the role. Relational 

resources play an important role in creating a trustworthy, fun and safe environment.  

The following section will discuss the early advancement stage engagement experience. 

 

7.2 Early advancement career stage 
 

This subsection presents the findings of individuals who are in the early advancement stage of 

their career. These individuals have between 3 and 15 years of experience and are in their mid-

twenties and early thirties. This section utilises the new conceptual model of the individual 

engagement experiences and applies it to the early advancement career stage research 

participants. As a result, the new conceptual model will be utilised to visualise the different 

engagement experience within the different career stages.  
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Participants within the early advancement stage of their career have gathered some experience. 

Most (all but P4) of the participants within this career stage have progressed from a normal 

ward, to a specialty ward (ICU, intensive care unit or A&E, accident and emergency) which 

means an extra year of training and a slightly higher salary, though they carry the same job title. 

Interestingly, contradicting the traditional gender distribution within the healthcare sector, this 

career stage sample actually counts more male than female nurses. When I ask the participants 

about this phenomenon they account this to the traditional route most men in nursing take. They 

specialise first, on the ICU or A&E department, before transferring to the ambulance. Table 17 

below presents an overview of the participants within this career stage.  

Code Age M/F Experience Years at organisation Department 

P1 30 Female 9 years 9 years A&E 

P4 33 Female 11 years 11 years Surgery ward 

P10 28 Male 7 years 7 years A&E 

P11 33 Male 8 years 8 years A&E 

P13 29 Male 7 years 7 years A&E & ICU 

P24 33 Male 12 years 12 years ICU 

P30 29 Female 5 years 5 years ICU 
Table 17: Early advancement stage participants  

Different participants within the early advancement stage commented on characteristics of their 

own career stage. P13 comments on his own development. While he is further in his career and 

more experienced, not just in the exploratory stage anymore, this also has other consequences. 

Then you are just fresh out of school, that is also how they treat you, you are just finished. 

You are perhaps a little more malleable compared to what I am now. (P13) 

 

P11 also recognised the experience which works in his favour.  

But that’s also with age, you do more, you get more security in your job. Yes, that also makes 

that you get a bit easier, loosened up. (P11) 

Figure 14 below shows the conceptual model, implemented with findings from the early 

advancement stage individuals. The different levels: job; departmental, and organisational, as 

well as the different resources and hindrances per layer.  
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Figure 14: Conceptual model of the layers of engagement: early advancement career stage.  

Early advancement stage individuals have progressed in their career, but they are still young 

and ready to ‘advance’ even further. They feel that they have gained experience but count 

themselves under the ‘younger generation’.  

We are the younger generation, at least, that is how the older generation calls us, haha (P10) 

This findings chapter will focus on the influences on the engagement experience of early 

advancement stage individuals. This chapter is organised according to the three levels of 

engagement as identified within the findings: job engagement, departmental engagement and 

organisational engagement. The chapter will start with outlining management engagement 

reciprocity.  



Chapter 7: Personal engagement experience and career stages 

147 

 

7.2.1 Management engagement reciprocity  
 

The findings indicated that management engagement reciprocity is an important influence 

within the engagement experience of individuals in the early advancement stage of their careers. 

The research participants shared strong opinions in relation to the management of the 

organisation they work for. They do, however, express negative opinions regarding 

management and especially the engagement of the management reciprocated towards them.  

Male participant P24 puts it very bluntly: 

They do not show engagement towards us, why should we show engagement towards them?! 

(P24) 

He goes on to explain how he came to feel this way with commenting on the organisation and 

how he feels that the organisation does not show engagement towards him.  

I try to work for it, especially on the department level, because that has an effect on us. I also 

try to do some things for the house [the organisation]. (…) Yes, but sometimes I do miss that 

the other way around, that the organisation does something for us. Or just listen to us. I do 

find that difficult sometimes to explain. But you know, the board of directors, I have those 

people, I have been working here for 12 years, never spoke to them. (P24) 

He (P24) connects not talking to the board of directors to his lack of engagement in relation to 

the management.  

I do know even know them, personally, I have never spoken to them so I do not feel anything 

towards that. (…) I do think it is strange that I have never spoken to them, that this was never 

an option (P24) 

Female participant 30 (ICU) agrees with her colleague’s statement and comments on the lack 

of visibility of the management and therefore her inability to experience engagement in relation 

to the management. 

I do not know how to feel [engagement] that. It is not that you see a lot of people of the board 

of directors, that they show their face or something like that. (P30) 
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Male participant 10 (A&E) agrees with his ICU colleague and also misses visibility on his 

department.  

I have never seen them [board of directors] on a busy shift in our A&E. They do not know 

how this works, I think, on an A&E. I know for sure that they do not know (P10) 

Participant 1 comments on the lack of visibility not only from the board of directors but also 

from the mid-level managers who are responsible for three departments within the organisation.  

This manager, a little more, well, just shows himself on the A&E. We never see him. I think it 

is an issue with a lot of people, that he can show a little more engagement. Just joining a 

meeting, or a coffee break, just for a minute, does not have to be hours. That will limit the 

distance we feel towards them. (P1) 

She also comments on what she feels is the lack of trying the management displays into 

informing their staff.  

But what I also find disappointing, the other day, they want to keep everyone posted on how it 

goes within the organisation, the vision, future vision, financials. And then you get an 

invitation for this, the day before. And then I think, well if you want to reach your employees, 

then you should not post that they day before. I think that is a missed shot. And those are 

things in which they make themselves less loved, well that is very negative but they do not 

show that they are engaged with the employees or want their opinions. (P1) 

Participant 1 continues with comments on the lack of engagement in terms of consultation when 

making decisions. She states: 

You try to do it together [management and employees] but that was not the case because we 

weren’t involved. All these measures they [management] were taking had an effect on us (P1) 

 

Male participant 11 even states that something must go wrong before the leadership will listen 

to them.  
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They do not listen. We have sent multiple letters on how tricky and dangerous the situation is 

and that it can’t always go right. But eventually they do not listen, they just say, there is no 

money. (P11) 

 

But P11 also acknowledges that he is sceptical concerning receiving management support when 

something does go wrong. For example, if a medical mistake is made and the employee has to 

defend themselves in court:  

Well, if it goes wrong, they do say, we will support you but I don’t think they will fully, 

completely behind you.(…) They say they will help you but I am not sure if that’s the case 

(P11) 

P11 continues and says that not recognising these letters and complains from employees has a 

clear effect on how recognised he feels as an employee.  

But when you get multiple alarming letters and you do nothing with those (…) this means that 

I am not acknowledged as an A&E nurse.  (P11) 

To conclude, participants within the early advancement stage of their career expect engagement 

from the management towards them. This lack of management engagement reciprocity largely 

affect their engagement experience. They do not feel that the management is visible, 

understands what they do in practice or engages with them as employees. They do not feel 

acknowledged as a nurse, by the management of the organisation.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Management 

engagement 

reciprocity 

They do not show engagement towards us, why should we show 

engagement towards them?! (P24) 

Lack of visibility This manager, a little more, well, just shows himself on the A&E. 

We never see him. I think it is an issue with a lot of people, that he 

can show a little more engagement. Just joining a meeting, or a 

coffee break, just for a minute, does not have to be hours. That will 

limit the distance we feel towards them. (P1) 

Distance I try to work for it, especially on the department level, because 

that has an effect on us. I also try to do some things for the house 

[the organisation]. (…) Yes, but sometimes I do miss that the other 

way around, that the organisation does something for us. Or just 
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listen to us. I do find that difficult sometimes to explain. But you 

know, the board of directors, I have those people, I have been 

working here for 12 years, never spoke to them. (P24) 
Table 18: Early advancement stage and management engagement reciprocity: Illustrative quotes.  

7.2.2 Job engagement 
 

As mentioned in the introduction, the findings indicated that the individual engagement 

experience can be divided into three levels: job; departmental, and organisational engagement. 

The first level, job engagement, for the early advancement career stage participants will be 

presented within this section. Job engagement is the engagement an individual experiences 

towards their job role and daily tasks.  

Participants within the early advancement stage of their careers all state that they enjoy their 

work, their daily tasks. The following quote where they comment on job specific aspects is 

illustrative for all the participants within this career stage.  

I enjoy the work very much (P13) 

Nonetheless, they are experienced, and they have been doing the work, the same tasks, for a 

while now. Therefore, they master the job they do and are less focussed on perfecting this, as 

was the focus in the previous career stage: exploratory stage.  

The daily basic tasks (…) I do master those after all those years. (P4) 

The findings indicates that participants within this stage of their careers have a broader view, 

beyond their job and department. This is indicated by their answers and talking points which 

are more focussed on the departmental or organisational level, compared to the previous career 

stage. However, there were two resources and one hindrance which emerged from the findings 

regarding their individual engagement experience at the job engagement level.  

Resources 
Resources are aspects of the total work experience of an individual which can heighten the 

engagement experience through a motivational process (Fletcher, 2017). Within the early 
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advancement stage, the findings indicated one resource which has an effect on the job 

engagement experience: organisational resources.  

Organisational resources  

Organisational resources are resources which are provided by the organisation, to the employee 

(Fletcher, 2017). There were two organisational resources which emerged from the findings 

collected on early advancement individuals: personal development and career advances. Those 

two resources will be discussed in the coming sections.  

Personal development 

Individuals within the early advancement stage of their career, as the name described, tend to 

be in the process of advancing within their career. Personal development is part of this and 

especially affects their job engagement experience.   

 

Participant 4 recognises this need, not only for her, but for her colleagues as well.  

 

I do notice in the team, they are eager to do training. That’s what the people really enjoy (…) 

when there is training available, any training, everyone jumps on that chance. (P4) 

 

This comment indicates the importance of personal development as a resource, something 

which contributes positively to the job engagement experience.  

While personal development and training is important, something which is acknowledged by 

all participants within this career stage, remuneration following a training is a factor as well.  

P10 comments on this: 

I think, the more courses you do, you have to be rewarded for that. But at the moment, if you 

want to do an extra specialisation, you can do that, ICU or whatever you want, but you will 

not get rewarded extra for that. But you have to do another, difficult, course which does not 

get rewarded. (P10) 
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This is a factor especially important for individuals who work as a nurse since there is limited 

space for growth and promotions within this profession. Therefore, this quote could indicate 

that individuals, especially within this career stage which is characterised by ‘advancement’ 

would appreciate the possibility of growth and the compensation which comes with that growth. 

However, this is traditionally not a possibility within their chosen career as a nurse.  

P10 also states that his own fulfilment and progress is most important.  

You obviously do that [extra training] because you enjoy it, (…) you shouldn’t do it for the 

money. (P10) 

This could then indicate that regardless of financial compensation, the individual, especially 

within this career stage enjoys and appreciates training, in any form. This then positively 

contributes to their job engagement and their overall engagement experience.  

Career advances 

Individuals within the early advancement career stage have already made some advances in 

their career. However, everyone, except participant 4, has already reached the maximum of this 

career within the nursing profession. The only progressing possibilities would be to branch out 

to the ambulance service, or do something completely different (e.g., salesperson for health-

related products as named by P13 as possibility). Consequently, this is something that really 

illustrates this career stage specifically, within this research. Advancement is key within this 

career stage however, the options within this profession are limited.   

Participant 24 comments on this aspect, which is applicable for all individuals within this career 

stage: 

I am young now, I now can get everything out of it [my career] and I want that (P24) 

The ambulance is a well-known next step for young individuals who are already working on 

the ICU or the A&E. Many participants as well as key informants informed me of this popular 
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and one of the only (horizontal) progression routes. It is a requirement for the ambulance to be 

a specialty (A&E or ICU) nurse, a normal ward nurse often cannot apply.  

I always wanted to go to the ambulance, if that will ever happen, I do not know (P13) 

Very similar to P30 who has the same dream.  

I want to progress every time, and I always had in my mind, I want to go to the ICU and now I 

want to go to the ambulance, the next step. (P30) 

Besides advances in their career in terms of promoting positions, P10 also comments on 

advancements within his role, in the case of more complex traumas for example.  

That’s a bigger challenge in Enschede [competing hospital] you have more trauma’s such as 

the trauma helicopter. There you have more the acute things, even more acute things. I would 

definitely enjoy that. (P10) 

Career advances is an aspect of the advancement stage in general, as related to Super’s (1954) 

theory of career stages. It is not traditionally an aspect within the engagement literature. 

Nonetheless, within this career stage, the individuals seem to value the possibility of progress 

within their job. Nonetheless, as a result of the linear character of the nursing career, there is 

little potential for traditional (vertical) career progression. Horizontal career changes towards 

the ambulance, within a different (bigger) hospital or pursuing a career outside the hospital are 

the only options, if this resource is not provided in-house.  

Hindrances 
 

Within the job engagement level, the early advancement stage individual also acknowledges 

hindrances which affects the individual engagement experience. This subsection will present 

the hindrances related to the job engagement level of the early advancement stage individual. 

Task hindrance  

Task hindrances occur when there is a lack of task resources discussed in the previous section 

(Fletcher, 2017). However, it could also be that there is a task which the literature perceives as 
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a resource while the participants within this research experience as a hindrance. An example of 

this is work pressure. Work pressure related findings of the early advancement stage are 

presented in the following section.  

Work pressure 

One of the more visible topics within the interviews with participants within the early 

advancement stage was work pressure. Work pressure was mentioned in all interviews as well 

as within the key informants conversations. While it was not mentioned on the exploratory 

career stage level, it is a very present topic within the findings within all the following career 

stages. As explained previously due to the complex nature of the engagement experience, a lot 

of the items discussed within the findings section, though discussed separately, are actually 

linked. Within the work pressure demand, this can be directly linked to items within the 

organisational engagement experience, such as management engagement reciprocity and 

organisational hindrances. These links will be further explained within the discussion section.   

Participant 11 is painting a picture on how work pressure manifests within the A&E department: 

You have to because there is no one else. (…) You have to take care of this patient, this one is 

here now, others you have to park and focus on this new entry (P11) 

There are also a lot of participants within this career stage who comment on the incapability’s 

of colleagues, which has a as a consequence that they have to take care of more patients and 

experience higher work pressure. In this relation, the team and the capabilities within this team, 

related to departmental engagement, have a direct influence on the experienced work pressure.  

For example, female participant comments on colleagues who cannot take care of as many 

patients as she would like.  

 

You will always keep a few colleagues who are busy, a bit faster than others, and can’t 

handle that much at the same time. But that’s depending on which colleague you work with 
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because one can be very busy very quickly with one patient who’s not that ill. So that one will 

say, I cannot handle anything else. Through which the pressure for other colleagues rises. 

(P1)  

Another colleague from the ICU has another outlook on work pressure: 

Well, it [work pressure] is subjective. Sometimes we have a team and then we say, we have 

been so busy, and then I think, from what? Yes, I think it is how you handle it yourself, I did 

not think it was busy. (P30) 

This statement is being acknowledged by female P4, who works on a normal ward.  

When I think back on how we used to do it, how did we do it and we always did. You are 

dealing with human beings and things have to be solved. I also think that the atmosphere on 

the ward has a big influence. If you work on a ward where people complain a lot and people 

are not willing to work for each other or help each other, I think that work pressure is 

experienced a lot different there. Compared to a ward where everyone just enjoys working 

together. (P4) 

Consequence of work pressure 

While the previous heading of work pressure showed a divided experience of work pressure 

amongst the participants of this early advancement career stage, they did identify certain 

consequences high work pressure can have.  

First, the participants comment on the effects high work pressure can have on themselves and 

their colleagues. For example, participant 13 comments on the consequences of this working 

pressure on his colleagues.  

Just being a little sharper or shorter towards each other. No communication but just shouting, 

sometimes. I am not that sensitive so when that happens I just look the other way and think, 

just shout away. But I do notice that some really push themselves to the limit when it is that 

busy. Because they have the feeling that they are doing the patient short. (P13) 

As P13 describes, the work pressure negatively influences the atmosphere within the team, 

which affects her department engagement experience as well as his job engagement experience. 
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P13 also comments on the learning process of apprentices, trained nurses who are working on 

their course to become a specialty (A&E or ICU) nurse.  

 

But the learning process should not be compromised. And I think, that that happens, because 

of it being so busy. (P13) 

 

P1 expects that colleagues will suffer from this severely in the near future.  

 

Because when you look at burnout, people are going to crash and burn because of this. 

Because of the work pressure lately. (P1) 

 

Furthermore, two A&E participants, P1 and P11, touch on how the work pressure can 

negatively impact on the safety of their patients.  

That unsafe feeling, I do have that sometimes. (P1) 

It has not led to, but I do think there is a potential danger. That it is too busy sometimes, just 

on the edge of going fine or not. (P11) 

Early advancement stage participants state that work pressure hinders their job engagement 

experience. It creates an unsafe feeling, has a negative effect on the team atmosphere as well as 

compromises learning processes.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Organisational 

resource 

You also notice that, when there is training available, everyone jumps 

on that chance (P4) 

Personal 

development 

I do notice in the team, they are eager to do training. That’s what the 

people really enjoy. (P4) 

Career 

Advances 

I am young now, I now can get everything out of it [my career] and I 

want that (P24) 

Task hindrance You have to because there is no one else. (…) You have to take care 

of this patient, this one is here now, others you have to park and 

focus on this new entry (P11) 

Work pressure  Well, it [work pressure] is subjective. Sometimes we have a team and 

then we say, we have been so busy, and then I think, from what? Yes, 

I think it is how you handle it yourself, I did not think it was busy. 

(P30) 
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Influence of 

colleagues on 

work pressure  

But that’s depending on which colleague you work with because one 

can be very busy very quickly with one patient who’s not that ill. So 

that one will say, I cannot handle anything else. Through which the 

pressure for other colleagues rises. (P1)  

Consequence of 

work pressure 

Just being a little sharper or shorter towards each other. No 

communication but just shouting, sometimes. I am not that sensitive 

so when that happens I just look the other way and think, just shout 

away. But I do notice that some really push themselves to the limit 

when it is that busy. Because they have the feeling that they are doing 

the patient short. (P13) 
Table 19: Early advancement stage job engagement level: Illustrative quotes.  

7.2.3 Departmental engagement 
 

The second level within the individual engagement experience is departmental engagement. 

This second layer of engagement focusses on the department an individual works in. Similar to 

the job engagement level, resources and hindrances emerged from the findings are presented 

within this section.  

Departmental engagement is a very large aspect of the total engagement experience of the early 

advancement stage individual. P4 even states it is their ‘second life’:  

It [the department]is something where I go to, almost daily, with a lot of enjoyment. And what 

actually is my second life. (P4) 

P13 who has also worked for a number of other hospitals in the area (on a self-employed 

contract) illustrates what makes the work special for him: 

The work is the same, everywhere (…) but the more you will appreciate what you have, 

colleagues, department, but organisation wise, no. (P13) 

 

In a way he states, the work is the same, the organisation is the same but the direct colleagues 

and your department, that makes or breaks the engagement experience.  

Similarly, to the job engagement section, this departmental engagement section will discuss the 

resources and hindrances which are related to this departmental level of the personal 

engagement experience for the early advancement stage individual.  
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Resources 
 

Within the departmental layer of the engagement experience of the early advancement stage 

individual, the main resource category is relational resources, similarly to all the career stages 

discussed within this research. Within this relational resources category, work climate is 

discussed first, followed by intergroup support.  

Relational resources 

One of the first clear themes that emerged from the findings in total but also with the participants 

within the early advancement career stage was the influence of relational resources at work, in 

regard to their engagement experience. Especially for individuals within the early advancement 

stage of their career, the findings showed that their relations with their peers and colleagues 

seem extremely important. 

 

With ‘relational resources’ I define the resources an individual gains from the relations they 

develop within their working life (Fletcher, 2017). Within my research, the relations mostly 

develop within the department and the direct team. Because there is a clear division between 

the employees on the floor and the management staff, the management staff relations of the 

participants within this research are not included but discussed separately, in the organisational 

engagement layer. Specific influences of relational resources category are work climate and 

intergroup support. To gain an in-depth view of how an ‘engaging team’ enfolds and what 

characteristics it recognises, the characteristics of an engaging team are presented here as well.  

separately.  

 

Work climate  

The findings show that a positive work climate acts as a resource towards the department 

engagement experience for the early advancement stage research participant. The team, the 

atmosphere and the relations within that work climate are key within a positive engagement 
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experience. They act as a source of pride and motivation. Participants state these interpersonal 

relations as the reason they want to do well (P13).  

 

Participant 13, who is a 29-year-old male who is part of both the A&E and ICU team as part of 

a pilot to create synergy between these two special care departments, clearly states that the team 

is the reason he wants to work and wants to do well within his job.  

 

It’s not that I feel that I have to do it for the organisation. I want to do it for the team, and to 

deliver great quality care. And just be enthusiastic towards my profession, that why I do it. 

(P13) 

 

Within this statement, he clearly outlines his main sources of motivation and what influences 

his departmental engagement experience: the team. This is interesting because P13 is part of 

two large teams, with a combined total of over a 100 colleagues, he still values the team and 

the influence the relations he builds within this large team.  

The statement of P13 is acknowledged by P10, another male, within the A&E team who states:  

The vigour of this team, everyone tries to motivate each other, I think. I think that our team is 

stimulating, if you know what I mean? That you stick up for each other (P10) 

This statement implies the strength of the connection within the team and how much that 

influences the experience of personal engagement of an individual. In other words, how the 

relational resource brought to the individual, by the strength of the team, influences the 

individual engagement experience.  

P1, a female participant, who also works on the A&E department, confirms the statement of her 

two male colleagues: 

If you work with enthusiastic colleagues who want to go for it, you will be motivated and 

engaged yourself! (P1) 
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P1 here acknowledges how important the colleagues are within her work but also within 

motivating and engaging her. 

Besides motivation and engagement, the team can also be something which stimulates the 

feeling of pride. Both to be proud of the team, and to be proud of being part of that team.  

Yes, we have a great team, I am proud of that, I say that all the time (P11) 

Besides pride, the team also provides a source of acknowledgement and recognition. P1, a 

female participant who works on the A&E department states: 

 

Within my team, definitely. Within the organisation I do not always feel acknowledged or 

recognised for what we do. (P1) 

 

Especially in nursing where the job and tasks are standardised and the job description stays the 

same during the career, the colleagues and the team will make or break an individual’s 

engagement experience.  

The grass isn’t always greener (…) I always thought it was different but the work is the same 

everywhere, more or less. (…) The more you will appreciate what you have, colleagues, 

department. (P30) 

 

Characteristics of an engaging team 

As introduced at the start of this section, to gain in-depth insights of how an engaging team or 

department operates, characteristics of an engaging team are discussed there. The previous 

section displayed the important and positive influence relational resources can have on the 

individual experience of personal engagement. However, not all teams or departments are 

engaging. Therefore, the following section describes characteristics the participants identified 

when talking about their engaging team.  

P13 zooms in on the independent character of the team and the fact that everyone, individually, 

feels responsible.  
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I think it is a very self-reliant and independent team. (…) everyone recognises and feels their 

own responsibilities. (P13) 

P30 describes the tightness and closeness of the team as important.  

 

Yes, that would make it very distant, I would not like that very much. That’s why I like it here, 

we are just one team. (…) They [the surgeons] can’t do it alone, we need them but they need 

us as well. (P30) 

P13 comments on both the ICU and the A&E team and acknowledges the closeness of both 

the teams.  

 

On the ICU, but also on the A&E, I think, it is one close team (P13) 

 

Different participants comment on the amiableness and pleasantness of the team they work in.  

But it is very pleasant. Everyone knows your name, it is not, what’s your name again? Just 

amiable (P4) 

The atmosphere is very good, very assessable and you can ask everyone, a very good 

atmosphere (P10) 

But this pleasant and good working atmosphere is not something that just exists, P30 comments 

on the effort the team makes to create that pleasant atmosphere.  

But we always try to create a pleasant working atmosphere. We joke around, we laugh, I need 

that (P30) 

To sum up, the characteristics of an engaging team are: everyone feels responsible, there is a 

closeness between the team members, the team is pleasant and amiable and there is a good 

atmosphere.  

Intergroup support 

The findings clearly showed the importance of relational resources when experiencing 

engagement. Intergroup support is also an important factor within relation resources. 

Interpersonal relations can positively affect the feeling of safety the individual experiences, 
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within the engagement experience. Though intergroup support is a resource, derived from 

relational resources, it influences a different area of the total engagement experience of the 

individual, compared to work climate.  

The following comment made by P10 clearly shows the role a team can have within creating 

intergroup support.  

I think that our team is stimulating, if you know what I mean? That you stick up for each other 

(P10) 

Male participant 24 comments on helping each other out and doing things together, which he 

enjoys.  

You know, you try to do it together! So, where I, at least this is how I see it, where I can help 

someone, I try to. And I enjoy that. (P24) 

Resources within the department engagement experience are related to the relational aspect. 

The work climate and intergroup support are key within the departmental engagement 

experience of the early advancement stage individuals. An engaging team which holds a good 

atmosphere, trust, safety and a feeling of doing things together, positively contributes to their 

engagement experience.  

Hindrances  
 

Besides resources, there are also certain hindrances which affect the departmental engagement 

experience for the early advancement stage individual within this research. The hindrance is: 

competencies within the team. This hindrance will be discussed within this section. This 

hindrance ‘competencies within the team’ is directly linked to work pressure which was 

discussed in the previous job engagement section (7.2.2).  

Organisational hindrances  

Organisational hindrances are hindrances, imposed on the employee, by the organisation 

(Fletcher, 2017). These hindrances can lead to a reduced replenishment of energies and 
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resources needed for employees to sustain the experience of engagement. Within the 

departmental level of engagement, there is one organisational hindrance identified: 

competencies within the team.   

Competencies within the team 

The previous sub-section on work pressure briefly touched on the competencies of colleagues 

when it comes to work pressure and their effect on the experience of work pressure for others. 

This section will zoom in on how individuals within the early advancement stage of their career 

perceive competencies within their team and how this influences their ‘work pressure’ 

experience and as a result their departmental engagement and total engagement experience.  

Male colleague 11 of the A&E states that some colleagues even hide when things get too hectic. 

 

Well, there are colleagues who dive into a room when the see an ambulance coming. That 

they are gone. Well, you try to call them and they won’t answer. (P11) 

 

When I am shocked by this answer he continues on how this is ‘normal’ and happens all the 

time. When I ask what is done about this, he simply answers: Nothing (P11).  

 

Male participant 10 from the A&E also comments on the combination of colleagues which has 

an influence on the work pressure.  

Sometimes you see combinations [of colleagues on the rota] and then we say, amongst 

ourselves, well, we hope that that works out. (P10) 

A statement which is being acknowledged by his male A&E colleague P11 who answers yes 

on my question: Do you sometimes look at the rota and think, well, I hope that it does not get 

busy?  

Male participant 13 comments on the different strengths a person has and how that can 

complement each other.  
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Where I enjoy doing the acute care, as many patients as possible, they offer a lot more care to 

the patients, where I lack. That is what you call a team, the one is a little more caring, the 

other more acute. (…) Everyone has their qualities. I do not see that as a weakness or a lesser 

colleague, definitely not. (P13) 

A comment which is shared by ICU colleague P30: 

 

The one I think is really but but a little ‘tak tak tak’ [fast, direct] in acute situations. But that 

one is super kind and sweet if you have to deliver bad news, that one will stay with the family 

and spends a lot of time on. And I think that is good, different types in your team. Someone 

you want at an acute situation, you shouldn’t put with all the pampering. (P30) 

 

But when asking how different colleagues handle busyness and how well they handle pressure 

he comments: 

If we would ask the team, they will all name the same names. (P13) 

 

This comment means that within his opinion, the whole team is aware of the colleagues who 

are less capable of executing the job. Regarding colleagues who cannot handle the pressure. 

This comment is shared by A&E colleague P10 who says: 

 

Some can’t have five patients assigned to them. (P10) 

And states that five patients assigned to a nurse is the standard. This comment is acknowledged 

by A&E colleague, P11.  

I feel that I can do that [handle pressure well, serve a lot of patients at the time]. There are 

people who can’t. Not a lot but there are some. (P11) 

ICU female nurse P30 comments on the effect that her colleagues physical and emotional 

availability has on her.  

Well, they are not completely there… (…) That’s also with saying, this or that is not going 

well at home, physical complaints, people who suffer from back problems, a shoulder, and if 

you are on a night shift with those, and you have two halves [colleagues who are not able to 
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do everything] walking around, to put it that way. Then you are the one who has to carry 

everyone, because someone else has a back shoulder or back. Then I think, well, then I will 

have that [bad back or shoulder] as well, in three days if I have to carry everyone, you see 

what I mean? (P30) 

This is an issue also raised by A&E nurse P10, who states: 

He [supervisor] also says, you can’t differentiate in personnel, you can’t plan for that. 

Everyone has to be able to do the same, on paper. (P10) 

P30 would like to see some changes in that: 

Certain people who are over 60 who say, we do not have to go to reanimations anymore, than 

we can keep that in mind regarding the rota. Now it is just such a grey area for which it is not 

nice for those people and for the rest of the team. (P30) 

P30 continues with describing a practical example on how this influences her daily work.  

Well it’s not that I call them out or anything, they are not bad nurses but the working pace is 

just lower and I do notice that I stay with my patient longer as well. If you have a patient and 

some else has a patient and you’re always the person who has to take out the trash because 

you are finished first. Some people do that consciously, that is just the case, then you are 

always the first to finish and then you have to clean up all the mess. Yes, then I will chat a 

little longer to my patient so someone else can clean up. But actually that is… actually that is 

pretty bad. (P30) 

As a result, the capabilities within a team influence the experience of work pressure for an 

individual. Besides work pressure, it influences how relational resources are perceived within 

the department as well as the work climate of the department. This hindrance can therefore 

influence the whole engagement experience.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Relational 

resources 

It’s not that I feel that I have to do it for the organisation. I want to 

do it for the team, and to deliver great quality care. (P13) 

Relational 

resources as 

motivation 

Working in a team, yes, that is what I enjoy most. (P4) 

Work climate  But we always try to create a pleasant working atmosphere. We 

joke around, we laugh, I need that (P30) 
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Intergroup 

support 

You know, you try to do it together! So, where I, at least this is how 

I see it, where I can help someone, I try to. And I enjoy that. (P24) 

Organisational 

hindrances 

He [supervisor] also says, you can’t differentiate in personnel, you 

can’t plan for that. Everyone has to be able to do the same, on 

paper. (P10) 

Competencies 

within the team  

Well, there are colleagues who dive into a room when the see an 

ambulance coming. That they are gone. Well, you try to call them 

and they won’t answer. (P11) 
Table 20: Early advancement stage and departmental engagement: illustrative quotes.  

 

7.2.4 Organisational engagement 
 

The early advancement research participants do not feel engaged with the organisation. They 

do, however, experience engagement towards their job and department. The organisational 

engagement layer consists of the engagement experienced towards the organisation as a whole, 

the management of the organisation as well as the colleagues outside the individual’s own 

department.  

Yes, [engaged] with the organisation as a whole, not really. (P1) 

P13 comments on working as a self-employed nurse for other hospitals and he claims: 

I feel that the work is the same everywhere, I really enjoy the work but what kind of 

organisation is above it all, and what’s their mission, vision, that has little meaning to me. 

(P13) 

This section will discuss the resources and hindrances which influence the organisational 

engagement experience of the individual.  

Resources 
The findings of the participants within the early advancement stage of their career identified 

one resource, this task resource, extra tasks, will be discussed in this section.  

Task resources 

Task resources are motivational aspects of an individual’s day-to-day job role (Amabile & 

Kramer, 2011; Fletcher, 2017). Within the organisational layer of the engagement experience 
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of the early advancement stage individual ‘extra tasks’ emerged from the findings as resource. 

This resource will be discussed within this section.  

Extra tasks 

Participants within the early advancement stage of their career have been around the job and 

the organisation for over three years. This ‘advancement’ also means that they organisation and 

their supervisors are assigning more and additional tasks, outside their main job description, to 

them. With the resource ‘extra tasks’ I define tasks which an employee fulfils outside the 

standard job description. This could be: a working group, running a specific programme or 

facilitating training for example. Though these tasks are not in the standard job description, 

these tasks are all executed within working hours, therefore paid. If these activities take up extra 

hours, these will be compensated or hours of executing ‘normal’ job description activities will 

be reduced. These extra tasks have a positive impact on the individual’s engagement 

experience. As P4 states:  

Within my role as coordinator they expect of me to think beyond just my ward, to think 

organisation wide. (P4) 

Female participant 4 is the only participant within this career stage who has not taken the 

promotion step from the ‘normal’ ward to a specialty department such as the ICU or the A&E. 

Interestingly, she is the one who specifically comments on her extra tasks.  

I have just, two years ago, finalised a specialisation. I am oncology nurse. Those additions, 

they make it fun for me. (P4) 

Besides the oncology specialisation, she has additional tasks, beyond her day-to-day work on 

the ward.  

I also do, since I finished that training [oncology training], I am doing some things for the 

Academy [department within the organisation who arranges all the education, training and 

interns within the hospital]. They might expand that. That’s what I like, I have to stay curious. 

Every now and then a new thing, or a course, training. I am always up for that.(…) If I did not 
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have those extra tasks (…) then it would have been a lot more boring for me. And I do notice 

that I am not as sharp anymore (P4) 

Participant 13 also commented on his extra tasks, such as providing training and being part of 

organisation wide working groups:  

I am getting enthusiastic from that kind of extra tasks (P13)  

The resource extra tasks offer the participants within the early advancement stage a wider view, 

motivation and information which they can transfer within their organisational engagement 

experience.  

Hindrances  
 

On the organisational engagement level, the findings of the early advancement stage individuals 

indicated one hindrance category: organisational hindrance. This hindrance category will be 

discussed in this section.  

Organisational hindrances 

Organisational hindrances are directly linked to work pressure. Individuals within the early 

advancement stage of their career comment on organisational hindrances they come across. 

Most of those organisational hindrances can be linked with the lack of management engagement 

reciprocity, which was discussed in the beginning of this early advancement career stage 

section. Due to the lack of engagement of the management, participants lose trust in the 

management and therefore experience organisational aspects, as hindrances. When zooming in 

on those organisational hindrances, management style and process and organisational processes 

and systems emerged as influences. These will be discussed in the following section.  

Management style and process 

Participants within the early advancement stage heavily critique the management style and 

process. This was partly discussed within the lack of management engagement reciprocity 
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section at the beginning of this chapter. This lack of engagement of the management is directly 

linked to the experience of management style and processes as a hindrance.  

Female A&E nurse P1 illustrates how she can experience disappointment in how the 

management handles certain processes:  

But what I also find disappointing, the other day, they want to keep everyone posted on how it 

goes within the organisation, the vision, future vision, financials. And then you get an 

invitation for this, the day before. And then I think, well if you want to reach your employees, 

then you should not post that they day before. I think that is a missed shot. And those are 

things in which they make themselves less loved, well that is very negative but they do not 

show that they are engaged with the employees or want their opinions. (P1) 

Colleague P24 from the ICU department also feels that they renounce getting the right 

information to make decisions, similarly to what has been shared by the lack of engagement 

reciprocated from the management.  

I feel, if you make a decision on something, that high level, then you have to know what you’re 

talking about. So perhaps it is wise to take a decision where you talk to people beforehand, 

instead of afterwards. Then you’ve already decided and you think, well, maybe we should ask 

them, the other way around. (P24) 

Organisational processes and systems  

Besides management style and processes, there are also organisational processes and systems 

which are perceived as a hindrance by early advancement stage individuals. These are discussed 

within this section.  

P1 comments on research being done internally but which has no feedback to the department.  

But we have to complete a lot of questionnaires, (…) I remember from when I worked on the 

wards that I had to complete lots of them but never heard back. (P1) 

P11 comments on his working group who tried to implement a new system but kept on getting 

little to no response from management.  
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But in hindsight it is annoying. But, in the end, I cannot change it because it is that way.(P11) 

P30 from the ICU department comments on the gap between the specialty departments and the 

normal wards and the actual consequences this has. She encountered a patient on the ICU with 

a severe problem, but he was healthy enough to be transferred back to the ward. She went with 

this patient to the ward and explained to the staff on that ward how to treat this specific patient 

and to be careful of certain signs. P30 explains that this case was not too special, there were 

protocols for this type of patient, on that ward. However, a few days later, she came to work, 

finding this patient back on the ICU with the same problem they had not signalled on the ward 

and now he was so severely ill that he would die.  

P30 was especially annoyed at her colleagues because she felt that she had spent energy and 

time on educating them and explaining to them what this specific patient needs. However, they 

had not listened or taken her seriously. This resulted in a serious complication which resulted 

in a deceased patient. According to P30, this was the result of rigid organisational policy which 

does not support her work with certain patients and creates a gap between specialty and normal 

wards.  

Early advancement stage participants experience two organisational hindrances: management 

style and process and organisational processes and systems. They feel that the management 

lacks vision and does not base their decisions on information gathered from the work floor. 

Furthermore, they feel not listened to or taken seriously. These organisational hindrances derive 

from the lack of management engagement reciprocity. Additionally, these hindrances add to 

the workload of these individuals and therefore add to the ‘work pressure’ hindrance.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Task resource If I did not have those extra tasks (…) then it would have been a lot 

more boring for me. And I do notice that I am not as sharp anymore 

(P4) 

Extra tasks I am getting enthusiastic from that kind of extra tasks (P13)  
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Organisational 

hindrances 

But what I also find disappointing, the other day, they want to keep 

everyone posted on how it goes within the organisation, the vision, 

future vision, financials. And then you get an invitation for this, the 

day before. And then I think, well if you want to reach your 

employees, then you should not post that they day before. I think that 

is a missed shot. And those are things in which they make themselves 

less loved, well that is very negative but they do not show that they 

are engaged with the employees or want their opinions. (P1) 

Management 

style and 

processes 

I feel, if you make a decision on something, that high level, then you 

have to know what you’re talking about. So perhaps it is wise to take 

a decision where you talk to people beforehand, instead of 

afterwards. Then you’ve already decided and you think, well, maybe 

we should ask them, the other way around. (P24) 

Organisational 

processes and 

systems 

But we have to complete a lot of questionnaires, (…) I remember 

from when I worked on the wards that I had to complete lots of them 

but never heard back. (P1) 

Table 21: Early advancement stage and organisational engagement: Illustrative quotes. 

7.2.5 Conclusion 
 

Early advancement individuals have some years of experience and feel that they have control 

over the tasks they do. They want to advance their career and this development can act as a 

resource in their job engagement experience. Within this career stage, they experience work 

pressure as a large hindrance on the job engagement level. This hindrance is related to the lack 

of capabilities of colleagues and the lack of management engagement reciprocity. Within the 

departmental layer, relational resources such as a good atmosphere as well as trust and a safe 

feeling are key. There is little organisational engagement though a large involvement on the 

organisational level. Research participants within this stage feel not listened to and not being 

taken into consideration which frustrates and acts as a hindrance.  

 

7.3 Late advancement career stage 
 

This section presents the findings of participants in the late advancement stage of their career. 

Within my research, late advancement stage participants have between 14 and 35 years of 

experience and are in their mid-thirties to early fifties. Similar to the previous two career stages, 

this subsection utilises the new conceptual model of the individual engagement experience. 
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This new conceptual model is deployed to illustrate the different engagement experience 

individuals have within different stages of their careers.  

Within my research, participants within the late advancement stage of their career are 

comfortable within their line of work. As P17 illustrates: I am less focussed on the basis things. 

They have seen it all (P2). They have spent a large part of their life, doing the same job. Though, 

the role this job fulfils within their life changes. P17 states: When I was young, working fulltime 

and did not have a young, vibrant family, work did fulfil a different role than it is now. 

Furthermore, participants within this stage of their career have accepted their chosen career path 

and have low intention of transitioning into a different one. P19 explains: I’m 40 now, at a 

certain point in time you accept the choices you have made. And if you enjoy your job, that’s 

fine too. 

Table 22 below presents an overview of the participants within the late advancement career 

stage, their age, gender, experience, years at organisation and department.  

Code  Age M/F Experience Years at organisation Department 

2 52  Female 34 years 20 years A&E 

9 36 Male 15 years 4.5 years  A&E 

17 35 Female 13 years 13 years Lung ward 

19 40 Female 18 years 18 years Lung ward 

22 35 Female 14 years 14 years A&E 

23 42 Female 20 years 20 years A&E 

25 44 Female 24 years 12 years (with short interruption) ICU 

26 53 Female 33 years 33 years ICU 

27 49 Male 31 years 15 years ICU 
Table 22: Late advancement stage participants.  

Figure 15 below displays the new conceptual model of the individual engagement experience, 

completed with findings of research participants who are within the late advancement stage of 

their careers. Within the coming subsection, these influences will be explained, and findings 

will be presented.  
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Figure 15: Conceptual model of the layers of engagement: late advancement career stage.  

Similar to the previous chapters, this chapter starts with an overview of management 

engagement reciprocity, its experience and influence within this career stage. This section is 

followed by the three layers of engagement: job engagement; departmental engagement, and 

organisational engagement.  

 

7.3.1 Management engagement reciprocity 
 

The findings showed that management engagement reciprocity is an influential factor within 

the engagement experience for the late advancement stage research participants. Similar to what 

the participants within the previous, early advancement career stage, shared, the late 

advancement stage individuals show great involvement within the management of the 
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organisation they work for. They do, however, display negative opinions regarding 

management and especially the engagement of the management and leadership expressed 

towards them. Compared to the comments shared within the previous career stage, the stances 

towards engagement from the management seems to have hardened and are stronger. 

Furthermore, there is even a more distanced attitude towards this experienced lack of 

management engagement reciprocity.  

P2 describes how she would like that management show this reciprocity of engagement:  

 

That we get the feeling, that we all get the feeling that we are being heard. And that they will 

do something with our problems. That is not the feeling we get now. (P2) 

 

P23 comments on the size of the organisation and that being the reason for her experience of 

low engagement from the management. She hereby links the distance she experiences, from the 

management to the employees, something which is also experienced within all different career 

stages, to the size of the organisation.   

Because the hospital is just so big. From higher up, they do not have much with us, that’s how 

it feels. Perhaps we see it wrong. I really do not think that they know what’s going on, on the 

floor, but that can be just a feeling. (P23) 

 

When I asked female ICU nurse P25 the question of how the management tries to show 

engagement she got fired up and held a long rant about all the aspects in which the management 

tries to show engagement towards their employees but fails. Within this long rant I observe a 

lot of frustration build up over the years of not experiencing management engagement 

reciprocity.  

 

She comments on the aspect of break times, how involved the management is with this but 

which does not work in practice, she sights: Is this a part of engagement? Worrying about our 
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break times?. When I ask her about an explanation, she shares that recently the management 

has been stricter in regard to break times. Every nurse has to take her scheduled breaks, no 

matter what, and has to leave the department floor to go take the break in the organisation’s 

canteen. She says that while it is a good thing that the management is prioritising the need for 

breaks, in reality this can lead to complicated situations. For example, if colleagues have to 

leave due to the enforced break times, when they are in the middle of a task or emergency 

situation. Furthermore, she says, the management and all the people in the office, they are 

allowed to stay on the department floor, but the nurses are not. This statement is confirmed 

within my observations as I saw the office staff of one of the departments where I had an office, 

have their lunch on the department floor. Furthermore, when I had my lunch in the 

organisational canteen, I only saw employees in uniform (nurses and other medical staff) yet, 

no employees in ‘normal’ clothes which could indicate office staff. While the organisational 

documents state that one-third of the organisation is office staff, this is not reflected in the 

canteen occupation. This difference of treatment in regard to break times illustrates the gap 

experienced by the late advancement participants, between them, the people on the work floor 

and the people ‘up there’ in the management.  

 

She names another example, concerning facilitating evening shifts. She said: It is only a little 

thing but when I have a late shift, I have to take care of my own dinner, in the evening hours, 

same as in the weekends. Those kind of things, they cut back on those, I do understand but for 

the people that work here (…) you might be able to facilitate for us a little more. (P25) 

She continues that she does not feel ‘carried’ by the organisation as well as feeling replaceable. 

Additionally, the management lack vision in her eyes:  

You are just one of the many, you will just be replaced. So why would I do it differently? So 

my own gains are priority. The last redundancy round, (…) everyone was being let go, while 

the whole of the Netherlands has a shortage of ICU nurses but here people had to leave. We 
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can’t understand that. You are part of the group of nurses, one half is being made redundant, 

all of a sudden. And thereafter all of them have to come back. Then I think, where is your 

vision. (…) You can’t treat your employees like that.(P25) 
 

Besides being related to engagement reciprocity, this comment also relates to the unequal power 

relationship employees experience in relation to their employer. As P25 illustrates, they can 

just be replaced. This insecurity as well as the experience of those redundancy rounds led to an 

even more unbalanced power relationship as well as interests and goals between employer and 

employee which are even further apart. As stated by P25: My own gains are priority, not the 

communal, organisational goals.  

ICU colleague P27 also brings up that redundancy round and comments on how it affected 

engagement.  

 

They just said, 6 nurses have to leave, make it work. That’s bad right? Bad for the confidence, 

bad for engagement. (P27) 

 

As P27 states, it is bad for engagement, but also shows the unequal power relationship and its 

effect it can have on the engagement experience. The organisation has the upper hand in the 

power relationship since they can fire anyone, at any time. 

 

Participant 9 is very active within the organisation, also outside his own department. He 

explains how he participates within different employee committees within the organisation and 

outside the organisation in national nurses organisations. When the topic of engagement and 

management comes up, he also responded with a lot of passion and some frustration. He feels 

that not everyone within the organisation is respected by the management. I always have a chat 

with the cleaning lady, she’s a little strange (…) but she is just as important for the organisation 

as the trauma surgeons (P9). He feels that the management are too far away from the people 

that work for them. Furthermore, I observe that he feels that there is not an equal power 
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distribution. The management and the important surgeons have more power than the nurses and 

the cleaning staff. Though the management and the surgeons could not do their jobs without 

the nurses and the cleaning staff.  

 

P9 also comments on the distance which exist between the employees on the working floor and 

the management:  

 

But I just think, if you want engagement, you have to come and find us.(…)I think you can be 

a lot more engaging as an organisation, you have to be visible. I think that will enlarge 

engagement. (P9) 

 

P25 ascribes this lack of respect to the position nurses have in the organisation as a whole.  

 

I do not know if it is a thing of respect but you [as a nurse] are on a different part of the 

pyramid, this is how I experience it. (P25) 

 

This feeling of disrespect is shared by his colleague, P23 as well as the feeling of not being seen 

and respected. This feeling of ‘being just a number’ also refers to the unequal power relationship 

and negatively affects engagement. The management is not showing engagement towards their 

employees as well as showcasing their upper hand in the power relationship between employer 

and employee.  

You know what they could do, they could visit us on the ICU, to really experience how it is. 

That’s what I miss within this organisation. I really think you are just a number, that’s how it 

feels. (P23) 

 

Furthermore, as discussed in the introduction of this chapter, the participants within this career 

stage have spent years and years within the same organisation. While the management of this 

organisation changes regularly. These changes causes another disruption in that engagement 

process.  
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It [board of directors members] changes so quickly. I feel that they do not have any 

connection with the organisation (P27) 

 

An example of this disruption of respect and engagement from the management to the 

employees, as well as different goals and interests, is vocalised by P9: 

A nice example is that we had months and months of being far over our average [number of 

patients] and there was one month where we were under and then we got a message: how can 

it be that you were seeing less patients? And that frustrates enormously. (P9) 

 

Effect of low management engagement reciprocity 

As described in the previous section, as a result of the lack of management engagement 

reciprocity,  participants response with a passion, frustration and annoyance reaction which 

negatively affects their engagement experience. However, there are more effects of this low 

management engagement reciprocity, especially noticeable within this late advancement career 

stage. Specifically because the individuals within this career stage have been experiencing this 

low management engagement reciprocity for so long already.  

 

P2 comments on the lack of enthusiasm her colleagues experience in doing out of job 

description tasks such as working groups or other projects.  

 

But I do notice, the team is just demotivated. Not much of: I will raise my hand, I will take 

place in that project. Perhaps, but this is my perception, because we have been ignored so 

much in that. (P2) 

A reason for this is that she feels that her colleagues feel that there is no point.  

 

It’s funny because you will have a conversation and you ask for everyone’s opinion. Then you 

will feed this back to your supervisor who will take it a level higher and that’s where it will 

stagnate already (P2) 
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How can they create engagement?  

As a result of the missing engagement reciprocity of the management, presented in the previous 

section, I asked the participants what can be done about this, for the management of the 

organisation to create that feeling of engagement from their part.  

 

P9 states that the biggest reason for the lack of engagement of the management is the lack of 

transparency.  

Because there is just too little transparency (…) people need to know what’s going on. Like I 

don’t need to know all the details, but I have to be kept in the loop. (P9) 

 

A comment which is shared by female participant P19 from the lung ward.  

 

Maybe it has to be a little more transparent, up there [board of directors]. That you see their 

faces, who are they? (P19) 

And with P23 from the A&E.  
 

Make sure you are more engaged with your own employees. Show yourself!(P23) 

 

P9 already has an idea of how the leadership can tackle this issue:  

 

You know that we have the morning briefing at 8.45 AM, then we have a coffee, all of us. Join 

us one time. Listen to what is being said, even just for 15 minutes. (P9) 

 

An idea shared by P17: 

I would want to invite them [board of directors] for a conversation, very simple, just with a 

cup of coffee. For them just to explain what they do, their vision. (P17) 

 

Furthermore, all participants within this career stage question the management’s vision.  

 

It seems like they [board of directors] don’t have a proper vision. (P22) 

 

They do not feel that the management listens to them or takes their opinions seriously.  
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You just want clear communication: guys, this is the case, this is the policy we want to 

introduce, are there things from the floor we have to know and we have to take into 

account(P2) 

 

We talk a lot about care specific things, and a director does not know much about those. (…) I 

think you have to strengthen each other in that. A member of the board of directors has to get 

that information from the people of which it is concerning. That is not happening and you lose 

engagement over that. (P9) 

 

Female A&E nurse P2 shared an anecdote which illustrates that lack of caring of the leadership 

which the participants feel. She explains that there was a national body which represents the 

interests of nurses nationwide (IZZ) which executed a research on stress and burnout on the 

A&E department.  

The chances of burnout, they were 40 percent, I think. And that was quite low here, but 

worrying. And then, nothing. (…) You have to come up with solutions yourself, without it 

costing money. (P2) 

 

That lack of caring feeling is shared by her A&E colleague P9:  

I had sent a news item from another hospital through to the management, never heard back. 

No response, nothing. (P9) 

 

He even states that this is the most frustrating part of his job.  

 

I think, within my job, that is the most frustrating part, that you are just not being heard, not 

being seen by the people who create the policy. (P9) 

 

And when they try to engage with the workforce (P9) states that it feels inauthentic.  

 

They are doing something now ‘Koffie Proat’ [coffee talk] and then they are going round and 

you can chat to them (…) I find it a little fake (…) a marketing trick. (P9) 
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To conclude, the participants within the late advancement stage of their career feel that the 

management of the organisation does not show any engagement towards them. They feel that 

they are not being heard and feel replaceable. Furthermore they feel that the management is 

distant, not visible and not transparent. Furthermore, they experience an unequal power 

relationship between them as employees and the management. This relationship is characterised 

by different interest and goals. They feel ‘just a number’ and less important than other 

employees within the organisation. This negatively affects their engagement experience and 

creates a hostile attitude of these late advancement stage individuals, towards the organisation. 

 

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Management 

engagement 

reciprocity 

That we get the feeling, that we all get the feeling that we are 

being heard. And that they will do something with our problems. 

That is not the feeling we get now. (P2) 

Effects of low 

engagement of the 

management 

But I do notice, the team is just demotivated. Not much of: I will 

raise my hand, I will take place in that project. Perhaps, but this is 

my perception, because we have been ignored so much in that. 

(P2) 

How can the 

management show 

engagement?  

Make sure you are more engaged with your own employees. Show 

yourself!(P23) 

Table 23: Late advancement stage and management engagement reciprocity: illustrative quotes  

 

7.3.2 Job engagement  
 

The first level of the three levels of engagement; job engagement, for the late advancement 

career stage participants will be presented within this section.  

While the participants within the late advancement stage have at least 13 years of experience, 

executing the same job, they all told me they all still very much enjoy the work they do.  

I enjoy the work very much (P13) 

Yes, I feel engaged with my job, my tasks. (P23) 
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The findings collected indicated one resource and three hindrances, related to the job 

engagement experience of the late advancement stage individual. These four influences are 

presented within this section.  

Resources 
Resources are aspects of the total work experience of an individual which can heighten the 

engagement experience through a motivational process (Fletcher, 2017). The findings from 

research participants within the late advancement stage indicated one resource which influences 

the job engagement experience namely, extra tasks.  

Task resources  

Task resources are motivational aspects of an individual’s day-to-day job role (Amabile & 

Kramer, 2011; Fletcher, 2017). Within my findings of research participants within the late 

advancement stage, one task resource clearly emerged: extra tasks. This resource will be 

presented within this section.  

Extra tasks 

Due to their many years of experience within the organisation they have assembled tasks outside 

their ‘normal’ job description. These tasks, I qualify as ‘extra tasks’. Examples of these extra 

tasks are: working groups, organising events, projects or extra tasks within the department. 

Different employees can have different extra tasks. For some extra tasks, the supervisor asks 

for volunteers, others are initiated by the employees themselves. Though these tasks are not in 

the standard job description, these tasks are all executed within working hours, therefore paid. 

If these activities take up extra hours, these will be compensated or hours of executing ‘normal’ 

job description activities will be reduced. These extra tasks have a positive impact on the 

individual’s engagement experience. 
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Female ICU nurse P2 comments on her extra tasks and how much she enjoys those. She is so 

committed to those extra tasks that she will even come back on her day off.  

 

I am also student mentor, educational committee, I am part of that. There are so many people 

who want an internship or want to shadow me for the day. (…) Then I think, I really don’t 

have time for that but then I will come back on my day off. (P2) 

 

With explaining that she will even come back for those extra tasks on her day off shows 

commitment as well as engagement towards those extra tasks. This is especially interesting 

since P2 commented earlier that she does not feel engagement towards the organisation. This 

engagement she is expressing in coming back on her day off is specifically located towards her 

job engagement level.  

 

Other colleagues also comment on their enjoyment and engagement deriving of doing extra 

tasks.  

I take part in a working group about aftercare of the ICU. Yes, that I something I really enjoy. 

(P25) 

 

When I asked P25 why she enjoys these working groups and extra tasks she added that these 

working groups offer a change within her working routine, they make her job more interesting. 

Furthermore, she said, that participating in those working groups is more challenging. 

Especially because she now, after all those years, masters the job she does. This offers more 

depth into her working experience which positively affects her job engagement experience.  

 

Besides those organised working groups, P25 also stated that she has organised conferences, 

out of their own initiative.  

I have also organised conferences, very fun, together with a couple colleagues. (P25) 
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Similar to the working groups, organising these extra things keep the job interesting and 

challenging, she stated.  

 

P26 stated that she recognised that need for challenge and mentions the extra tasks which makes 

the job experience fun for her and positively contributed to her job engagement experience.  

Planning, rota’s, diaries for the supervisor, those kind of things. That was so much fun, that 

challenged me. (P26) 

 

P27 told me he has a more complex extra task, taking care of all the ICT related issues on the 

ICU. 

I have two days a month for that [working group] together with a colleague, so we have four 

days. (…) I enjoy doing that (P27) 

 

He told me that this extra task allowed him to enjoy the job in total, because if he had to deliver 

patient care, all days of the month, he would not enjoy that as much. This combination of some 

office and some patient work, made the total working experience engaging for him.  

Extra tasks as a resource offers motivation, challenge and fun into the job engagement layer for 

the late advancement stage employee.  

Hindrance 
 

Within the job engagement level, the late advancement stage individual also acknowledges 

hindrances which affects the individual engagement experience. This section will present the 

task and personal hindrances related to the job engagement level of the late advancement stage 

individual: work pressure, shifts and outside work life.  

Task hindrance 

Task hindrances occur when there is a lack of task resources discussed in the previous section 

(Fletcher, 2017). However, my findings show that a task hindrance can also be a hindrance, 
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directly related to the individuals job, such as work pressure. Similarly, to the early 

advancement stage findings, within the late advancement stage, work pressure is experienced, 

by the participants, as a hindrance. This hindrance will be presented within the following 

subsection.  

Work pressure 

One of the more outstanding themes within the findings within the late advancement stage was 

the issue of work pressure. This section will present work pressure for the research participants 

within the late advancement career stage.  

 

P9 links, in the following quote, the issue of work pressure to the engagement reciprocity of the 

management.  

A nice example is that we had months and months of being far over our average [number of 

patients] and there was one month where we were under and then we got a message: how can 

it be that you were seeing less patients? And that frustrates enormously. (P9) 

 

It says that instead of being rewarded for coping with the busy shifts, they are punished when 

things dip for a little bit, something which is also out of their control. Because the number of 

patients that come into the A&E department is not within the control of the nurses. As P9 states, 

that creates frustration and hinders the job engagement experience.   

 

P23 comments on the high work pressure within her A&E department.  

 

The work pressure is just high, we do a lot. (P23) 

 

A statement which is shared by her A&E colleague P22.  

 

Now you really have times where it can be crazy busy. If you have a lot of busy shifts in a row, 

then you will think, pff, I cannot do it anymore. (P22) 
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P22 states that reducing her hours made her better able to cope with the work pressure.  

 

Well, I went from 36 to 28 hours which gave me the breathing space of an extra day in 

between, a little more time to recover. So I do experience that as less pressure, now I work 

less hours. (P22) 

 

A&E colleague P2 comments on the effect the work pressure has on the departmental 

atmosphere, something which is very important in regards to ‘relational resources’ and 

departmental engagement. 

If you have weeks in a row, with busy shifts, then you really think, the atmosphere on the ward 

really plummets. (P2) 

 

P23 comments on the risks of the work pressure.  

Of course, you can always make mistakes but I am convinced that because of this busyness, 

that we have a lot, that you have a larger chance of making mistakes compared to when it is 

very quiet, easy. (P23) 

 

The participants within the late advancement career stage indicate that work pressure hinders 

their job engagement experience. Besides hindering the safety feeling they experience within 

their job,  they also indicate that it can harm the atmosphere in the team. This can also negatively 

impact the departmental engagement layer experience which will be discussed in the following 

subsection (7.3.3).  

Personal hindrance 

Personal hindrances are hindrances related to the individual’s nonwork roles, personal health 

and well-being and self-consciousness (Fletcher, 2017; Kahn, 1990). Within my research, the 

late advancement career stage participants shared how they perceive shift work as a personal 

hindrance and affecting their well-being. Another personal hindrance shared by these 

participants is ‘outside work life’. These findings will be presented in the following section.  
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Shifts 

Shift work is one of the major characteristics of the job role of the participants within this 

research context. Nurses have to work within 24/7 care system. As organisational documents 

show, they work in three different shifts, from 7 am until 3.30 pm, from 3.30 pm until 11 pm. 

And from 11 pm until 7 am. These shifts also continue on weekends and holidays. However, 

there are less surgeries scheduled on the weekends/holidays which results in less patients and 

lower numbers of nurses needed. Research participants shared that in practice, they have to 

work one to two weekends a month. Participants within the late advancement stage comment 

on the effect their age and career stage have on their ability to deal with the shifts.  

 

P25 comments on her suffering from night shifts.  

 

Yes, I suffer from the night shifts, the older I get. (P25) 

 

Something which is shared by her male colleague P27:  

 

I do not enjoy the shifts as much, night shifts, weekend shifts. When I was young, I did not 

notice anything but now I have trouble to get back to the normal rhythm. When I do 5 nights, 

then I need 5 days to recover. (P27) 

 

Within this quote, P27 specifically mentions how this was no hindrance within previous career 

stages however, at this point of his career, it emerged to be a hindrance, affecting his 

engagement experience.  

Outside work life 

Research participants within the late advancement stage of their career have a busy outside 

work life. With ‘outside work life’ I define everything which is going on outside the workplace, 

for an individual. This includes the home life, caring responsibilities and children.  

 

Female P17 comments on her family and how it affects her engagement regarding her job.  
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When I was working fulltime, and I did not have a young and vibrant family, my work had a 

different role than it has now. (P17) 

 

She continues that she is present at work, but has other priorities outside the workplace:  

 

When I am here, I am here for the full 100 percent but I am a little less involved with all the 

developments which come in besides my core job, do you understand? (P17) 

 

Lung ward colleague P19 comments on her work and her creation of a work life, which fits 

within her home life in relation to her children. She states that over the years she adapted her 

work life, to accommodate her home life.  

You know, because I have been here for so long, it is safe. I have created a situation, my 

working times, it’s all doable in combination with my home life. (P19) 

 

She also comments on how her home life, influences her work life, at work.  

 

I do notice, that sometimes, when I know they [her children] are home alone, that I am, in the 

back of my mind, thinking about home. (P19) 

 

Female P2 of the A&E comments on the shift of priorities within an individuals’ life.  

 

At a certain point in time, you will think, my priority is at home, with my children, with my 

partner. (P2) 

 

Late advancement stage individuals feel engaged with the job engagement layer within their 

total engagement experience. Extra tasks outside their traditional job description offer challenge 

and variety. However, hindrances such as shift work, outside work life and work pressure 

negatively impact their job engagement experience.  

Interestingly, while at the first sight, there are three hindrances (work pressure, shifts and 

outside work life) and one resource (extra tasks), the participants within the late advancement 
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stage still feel engaged on the job engagement level. While there are more negative than positive 

influences, the good still outweighs the bad. Therefore, it is important to note that it is not 

always the quantity of the influences but more the impact this influence has on the individual 

experience.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Task resources I take part in a working group about aftercare of the ICU. Yes, 

that I something I really enjoy. (P25) 

Extra tasks Planning, rota’s, diaries for the supervisor, those kind of things. 

That was so much fun, that challenged me. (P26) 

Task hindrances The work pressure is just high, we do a lot. (P23) 

Work pressure Now you really have times where it can be crazy busy. If you have 

a lot of busy shifts in a row, then you will think, pff, I cannot do it 

anymore. (P22) 

Personal 

hindrances 

Yes, I suffer from the night shifts, the older I get. (P25) 

Shifts  When I was young, I did not notice anything but now I have 

trouble to get back to the normal rhythm. When I do 5 nights, then 

I need 5 days to recover. (P27) 

Outside work life When I was working fulltime, and I did not have a young and 

vibrant family, my work had a different role than it has now. (P17) 
Table 24: Late advancement stage and the job engagement layer: illustrative quotes.  

 

7.3.3 Departmental engagement  
 

The second level within the individual engagement experience is departmental engagement. 

This second layer of engagement focusses on the department an individual works in and 

includes their colleagues and supervisor. Similar to the job engagement level, resources and 

hindrances of the late advancement career stage are presented within this section.  

Similar to the other career stages discussed, the late advancement stage individual within this 

research states to be highly engaged with the department they work in.  

I am very engaged with that happens on the A&E floor, the rest of the organisation, not so 

much. (P9) 
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Resources 
Within the departmental layer of the engagement experience of the late advancement stage 

individual there are several resources that influences their experience. The resources on the 

departmental engagement layer are all relational resources.  

Relational resource 

Similarly to the previous section on the early advancement stage, the influence of relational 

resources on an individual’s experience of engagement is clear, important and very influential. 

This section will present the findings of the late advancement stage individual regarding 

relational resources.  

 

Within the relational resources’ category, there are work climate and co-worker relations. 

Findings regarding those two resources will be presented below.  

Work climate  

Research participants within the late advancement stage, very similar to the other career stages 

within this research, really value, appreciate and experience relational resources. They even go 

as far as acknowledging this positive work climate is the reason they are still within this line of 

work.  

For female P19, the team even was a reason for her to not look further, for a different job, or a 

step up:  

It all runs so smoothly. I do not know if I can get all that on a different ward. I think the 

atmosphere is very important. Within the team, and what I hear from other people, the lung 

ward is really a ward where you work with a tight group of people. (P19) 

 

She accredits the low turnover within her department to that tight group of people: 

Yes, that was a very tight group of people. That was also the reasons that I did not look 

further after a year, because that was my plan when I started on the ward. You know, work 

for a year and then move forward. And that I also what you see with the young professionals. 
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But it was such a nice atmosphere where I came in to, that was just so nice, the employee 

turnover was a lot less. (P19) 

 

Participant 27 has a similar experience but the other way around. He had worked for the 

majority of his career at a competing hospital in the area. When he was asked to temporarily 

transfer to this case organisation he asked to be permanently transferred here, even though he 

had worked his whole career at the other competing hospital.  

The people what you are working with. Yes, that makes the difference, that was the reason for 

me to choose for this organisation. (P27) 

 

While P19 explained that she can work well with everyone in her team, she does say that the 

group of people with which she starts her shift, have an effect on how much she enjoys that 

shift.  

But if you ask me, what do you enjoy more, that if you start your shift with a certain group of 

which you think, yes, nice, I will enjoy that or with colleagues of which you have less of a 

connection, yes, that does make a difference. A different feeling, atmosphere, yes. (P19) 

 

It is not only that atmosphere which causes an enjoyable shift, it is also a good learning 

environment.  

From interns we hear this, they say, that this is a nice team to be an intern in, yes. (P19) 

 

P27 comments on this learning aspect within the team:  

 

The funny thing is, we train our own students, we choose those students ourselves. So all 

applicants are assessed by us. So you will get the people who will fit within the team and that 

will result in a uniform team. (P27) 

Co-worker relations 

Co-worker relations is very closely linked to work climate since the co-workers make up the 

majority of the work climate. For the individuals within the late advancement stage of their 
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career are the co-worker relations a source of pride, a warm feeling, motivation and 

engagement.  

Female P25 answered, on the question if she was proud of her job:  

I am proud of my work. Can I say it like that? Yes, it brings me joy that we put a good ICU 

together, I am proud of that. (P25) 

 

In other words, she is proud of the teamwork and synergy which appears within the department 

which creates a strong ward. This feeling is shared by her direct ICU colleague, P26 but she 

words it in a stronger way. On the question: What is it, that gives you such a warm feeling, P26 

answered:  

I think that’s the team, the department in which you work. That makes it. The people, if that is 

not fun anymore, the team, then I will quit tomorrow. (P26) 

 

Her colleague, P27, goes even further. He states that the organisation does not matter, it is the 

team which creates the experience for him.  

Not as much. Because I have been working here for so long, I do have a connection with the 

organisation. But the team, if we would move the entire team to Enschede, then I would not 

have a problem with that. It does not make a difference. (P27) 

 

These two quotes above illustrate the influence of that relational resource on the daily work and 

departmental experience of the individual.  

 

To sum up, all the research participants within the late advancement stage greatly value 

relational resources as work climate and co-worker relations. They state that it has a large 

positive influence on their overall engagement experience and especially on the departmental 

level.  
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Characteristics of engaging team 

The previous section described how important relational resources are for an individual within 

the late advancement stage of their career. Within this section, I present the findings on 

characteristics of an engaging team.   

P2 comments on the loyalty which exists within the team.  

 

We really have a team that wants to do a lot for each other, and you can see that. (P2) 

 

P9 addresses the demographic aspects which affect the way he experiences a ‘successful’ 

shift.  

 

Today I was with colleagues and we get on well, we are all quite young, same age, between 

the 25 and 35. And you just see, that runs very smoothly. And you don’t have to manage each 

other. When I see that my colleague needs help, then I will help her, that all goes very 

naturally. (P9) 

 

Female P2 comments on her team on the A&E and addresses the involvement for each other as 

well as the flexibility and the tightness of the team, which affects how smoothly the team and 

the department runs.  

When you do it together and people see, well I shouldn’t ask her now because she has some 

problems in her private life, so let’s try to shield her a little from everything. So it is a very 

engaging team. With illness it’s always solved within 5 minutes. (…) Everything is easily 

solved, everyone swaps shifts, that makes that the team is so tight. (P2) 

 

P26 of the ICU comments on the equality of the team, trying to involve everyone.  

 

But I think, stay positive! But here they are very friendly, always engaged but also engaging 

everyone. Equal, trying to help, I really think so. (P26) 
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This comment is shared by her ICU colleague (P25):  

 

Yea people are also interested in each other, genuinely. You always have people who you 

enjoy working with, and people who you don’t get along as well, but I think, the engagement 

towards each other, that is very important. (P25) 

 

P17 also comments on the need of the individuals within the team to be independent. 

 

I think we are all very independent (…) otherwise you can’t function here. (P17) 

 

To conclude, the individuals within the late advancement stage of their career identify an 

engaging team as independent, interested, positive, flexible, caring and loyal.  

Hindrance  
 

Besides resources, there are also certain hindrances which affect the departmental engagement 

experience for the late advancement stage individual within this research. This hindrance is the 

same as the early advancement stage individual. The hindrance is: competencies within the 

team. This hindrance will be discussed within this section. This hindrance ‘competencies within 

the team’ is directly related to work pressure which was discussed in the previous job 

engagement section.  

Organisational hindrance 

Organisational hindrances are hindrances, imposed on the employee, by the organisation 

(Fletcher, 2017). These hindrances can lead to a reduced replenishment of energies and 

resources needed for employees to sustain personal engagement. Within the findings from the 

late advancement stage participants, one hindrance emerged on the departmental engagement 

level: competencies within the team. This hindrance is presented within the following 

subsection.  
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Competencies within the team 

Similar to the early advancement career stage individuals, the late advancement career stage 

individuals comment on the influence of their colleagues and their capabilities on their work 

pressure experience. Competencies within the team is an organisational hindrance since it is the 

organisation’s responsibility to ensure capable colleagues within the department.  

P2 comments on the effect it has on her, when a colleague is not pulling her weight.  

It sometimes stings a bit, that the pressure is so high on the A&E and then a colleague will sit 

in a room, while the rest of the department floods with patients. (P2) 

P22 comments on the work pace of certain colleagues.  

 

With the one, the work pace is just a little higher compared to the other. And if it is quiet, that 

is not a problem at all but when it gets busy, yeah, then you will have a problem. (P22) 

 

P2 describes one of her colleagues who is still, after years and years of experience, not able to 

do certain things herself.  

Well, at a certain time, I have told her enough, then it is the job of the supervisor, to do 

something with it. But then nothing happens. That colleague will just stay while they aren’t 

able to function properly. (…) A liability. (P2) 

 

P23 shares P2’s opinion regarding the not functioning of a colleague.  

 

I find it hard to tell a colleague, you do not function properly. Eventually, I think that is a job 

for the supervisor. (P23) 

 

And on the question from me, asking if she told the supervisor, and what he is doing about it 

she answers:  

Nothing changes but he knows who those people are, those who function and those who don’t. 

(P23) 
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Late advancement stage individuals feel very engaged towards the departmental layer. 

Relational resources such as work climate and co-worker relations form the reason they have 

been able to carry out this work and enjoy the work for this long as well as why they have not 

progressed or diverted into another career path. An engaging team is committed, interested in 

each other, loyal and independent. The lack of capabilities of some colleagues hinders their 

departmental engagement. They feel that even though a colleague does not function properly, 

nothing is done about this which results in annoyance within the department and extra work 

pressure.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Relational 

resources 

I think that’s the team, the department in which you work. That 

makes it. The people, if that is not fun anymore, the team, then I 

will quit tomorrow. (P26) 

Work climate Not as much. Because I have been working here for so long, I do 

have a connection with the organisation. But the team, if we would 

move the entire team to Enschede, then I would not have a 

problem with that. It does not make a difference. (P27) 

Co-worker 

relations  

The people what you are working with. Yes, that makes the 

difference, that was the reason for me to choose for this 

organisation (P27) 

Characteristics of 

an engaging team 

But here they are very friendly, always engaged but also engaging 

everyone. Equal, trying to help, I really think so. (P26) 

Organisational 

hindrances 

I find it hard to tell a colleague, you do not function properly. 

Eventually, I think that is a job for the supervisor. (P23) 

Capabilities within 

the team 

With the one, the work pace is just a little higher compared to the 

other. And if it is quiet, that is not a problem at all but when it gets 

busy, yeah, then you will have a problem.(P22) 
Table 25: Late advancement stage and departmental engagement: illustrative quotes. 

7.3.4 Organisational engagement  
 

As discussed within the explanation of the conceptual model regarding this research, the 

participants do not feel engaged with the organisation. They do experience engagement towards 

their job and department, this is also the case with participants within the late advancement 

stage of their careers.  

The organisation, I do not have that much with it. Sounds harsh. (P25) 
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This section will discuss the resources and hindrances concerned with the organisational 

engagement experience.  

Resources 
My findings of the participants within the late advancement stage of their career identified 

one resource, this resource, extra tasks, which will be presented in this section.  

Task resources 

Task resources are motivational aspects of an individual’s day-to-day job role (Amabile & 

Kramer, 2011; Fletcher, 2017). Within the organisational layer of engagement, one task 

resource emerged from the findings, namely extra tasks. This resource will be discussed within 

the following section.  

Extra tasks 

The resource ‘extra tasks’ was also mentioned within the job engagement layer for the late 

advancement stage individuals. Nonetheless, it is also a resource for the organisational level 

but in a different way. Within the organisational layer, the extra tasks accounts for greater 

organisational involvement and understanding. This section will discuss the influence of ‘extra 

tasks’ on the organisational engagement level.  

 

A&E nurse P2 comments on the way these extra tasks influence her position within the 

organisation.  

 

Your network is a lot bigger, so you know what’s happening. I like that. (P2) 

 

P2 indicated that due to her involvement within extra tasks within the organisation, she speaks 

with a lot of different people, from the whole organisation. This: broadens my horizon (P2), 

enlarges her network and positively contributes to her organisational engagement experience.  

 

This enlargement of the network and involvement within the organisation is shared by ICU 

colleague, P25. She states: 
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I enjoy those working groups, talking to all those different people, hearing what happens 

within the organisation. Keeps me involved and up to date. (P25) 

Performing extra tasks, outside the normal departmental and job tasks enlarges the view of the 

participant as well as creates organisational involvement which can positively affect the 

organisational engagement experience.  

Hindrances 
 

On the organisational engagement level, the findings of the late advancement stage individuals 

indicated one hindrance: organisational processes and systems as an organisational hindrance.  

Organisational hindrances 

Organisational hindrances are hindrances an individual experiences which are inflicted by the 

organisation (Fletcher, 2017). Organisational hindrances are linked to work pressure because 

those hindrances can add extra pressure. Furthermore, those experienced organisational 

hindrances are influenced by management engagement reciprocity since management are the 

ones who inflict these hindrances upon the employees. One hindrance which specifically 

emerged from the late advancement stage findings was organisational processes and systems. 

This hindrance will be discussed within the following section.   

Organisational processes and systems 

When organisational processes and systems do not function in a way which is beneficial for the 

employee, these processes and systems can form a hindrance (Fletcher, 2017). This then forms 

a barrier for the employee to experience engagement. 

P9 comments on a new ‘measure’ as part of an organisational process which is enforced by the 

management.  

And then you get those measures of you can’t give a patient a bandage anymore, no biscuit 

with coffee, that won’t win the war. (…) But if someone comes in, heavily bleeding, then I 

won’t mess about with one patch, but then I will use a whole package of them. But that is not 
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because I think: haha, let’s use a lot of patches on the hospital’s expense, but that is because I 

think, in that moment, that is the best for the patient. (P9) 

 

Female P17 of the lung ward named a different example:  

I sometimes have the feeling that we are just busy checking things of a list, to score points, not 

to actually help the patient, those are aspects of the job that I do not enjoy. (P17) 

P23 mentioned a different example of a training session, organised by the management.  

 

Then everyone had to go, all the ambassadors came, very hospitable and all, we had to go to 

do a training course. I have a problem with that. Put that money towards the department. 

(P23) 

 

The participants indicate how those organisational hindrances negatively impact their whole 

engagement experience, especially their organisational engagement experience. Examples of 

those organisational processes and systems which are a hindrance are: new processes, a lot of 

different and long processes and perceived unnecessary investments. The late advancement 

stage participants also do not feel involved in the creation of those new processes and 

investments which also negatively affects their perception of those new processes and 

investments.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Task resources Your network is a lot bigger, so you know what’s happening. I like 

that.(P2) 

Extra tasks I enjoy those working groups, talking to all those different people, 

hearing what happens within the organisation. Keeps me involved 

and up to date (P25) 

Organisational 

hindrances 

I sometimes have the feeling that we are just busy checking things of 

a list, to score points, not to actually help the patient, those are 

aspects of the job that I do not enjoy. (P17) 

Organisational 

processes and 

systems 

And then you get those measures of you can’t give a patient a 

bandage anymore, no biscuit with coffee, that won’t win the war. (…) 

But if someone comes in, heavily bleeding, then I won’t mess about 

with one patch, but then I will use a whole package of them. But that 

is not because I think: haha, let’s use a lot of patches on the 

hospital’s expense, but that is because I think, in that moment, that is 

the best for the patient. (P9) 
Table 26: Late advancement stage and organisational engagement: illustrative quotes. 
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7.3.5 Conclusion 
 

The late advancement stage individual experiences engagement towards the job and 

departmental layer, yet not the organisational layer of the total engagement experience. The job 

engagement layer is characterised by different personal hindrances such as shift work and a 

demanding outside work life. Nonetheless, the participants within this career stage state to feel 

engaged on the job engagement level. On the departmental engagement level, relational 

resources as work climate and co-worker relations have a strong positive impact on the 

departmental and therefore total engagement experience. Organisational processes and systems 

form a large hindrance to experiencing organisational engagement. Influenced by the lack of 

management engagement reciprocity and the feelings of not being heard, listened to or valued, 

lead to resistance against organisational policy.  

 

7.4 Maintenance career stage 
 

This subsection within my thesis presents the findings of participants who are in the 

maintenance stage of their career. Within my research, the maintenance stage of an individual’s 

career is the last 10 years the individual’s career. Similar to the previous three career stages, 

this subsection utilises the new conceptual model of the individual engagement experience. The 

new conceptual mode is utilised to illustrate the different engagement experience individuals 

have within different stages of their careers. 

Participants within the maintenance stage of their career have years and years of experience and 

are often employed, at the same organisation, for most of their lives, with the same colleagues. 

As P18 illustrates: I have 40 years of experience, I often know I am right. But that they are in 

the last phase of their career does not mean that they are not pulling their weight: Are the days 
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long? Well, they are but doable. Do I fall asleep on the sofa after a long day, yes I do. But when 

I talk to my younger colleagues, they do as well. (P18).  

Individuals within the maintenance stage of their career often think about retirement and put 

things in place to be able to retire, whenever they want to.  

I have made my own elderly policy. Because they [the organisation, the management] say that 

they have it but I haven’t been able to discover it. I work 80 percent now, instead of 100 

percent. And I get a part of my pension, I get that paid out earlier. So I get, every month, a 

piece of my pension, on top of my 80 percent salary. That puts me on exactly 100 percent 

salary and that is how I am able to cope. (P18) 

The table 27 below presents an overview of the participants within this maintenance career 

stage, their age, gender, experience, years at organisation and department.  

Code Age M/F Experience Years at organisation Department 

P15 61 Female 45 years 40 years A&E 

P16 56 Female 34 years 17 years Lung ward 

P18 64 Male 40 years 40 years Lung ward 

P28 64 Male 40 years 14 years ICU 

P29 55 Male 38 years 38 years ICU 
Table 27: Maintenance stage participants.  

Figure 16 below displays the conceptual model of the layers of engagement as well as the 

different resources and hindrances that emerged within the findings collected by the research 

participants within the maintenance stage of their careers.  
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Figure 16: Conceptual model of the layers of engagement: maintenance career stage.  

Similar to the previous chapters, this chapter starts with an overview of the management 

engagement reciprocity the individuals within this maintenance career stage experienced. This 

section is followed by a presentation of the three different layers of engagement: job; 

departmental, and organisational. Within those different layers, resources and hindrances will 

be discussed.  

 

7.4.1 Management engagement reciprocity 
 

Similar to the other career stages, participants within the maintenance stage of their careers miss 

receiving engagement from the management of the organisation they work for. Maintenance 

stage participants state that they are not engaged with the organisation because they feel that 
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the organisation is not engaged with them. Within this section, statements shared by 

maintenance career stage research participants are presented.   

 

When I ask how the organisation can positively influence the individual engagement 

experience, ICU nurse P29 calls it simply, short and clearly: You know, a bit of engagement 

from managers. (P29). When I asked how come he feels there is no engagement from them, he 

continues:  

I do not know how many [middle managers] I have seen, they do not know us. (P29) 

 

Similarly, to the managers not knowing their employees, the employees do not know their 

leaders:  

I do not even know who the director is, I do not know. (P29) 

 

When I ask him how he approaches this issue which is clearly bothering him he states:  

 

I do talk to them but they do not want to listen. (…) When you would talk to that man 

[director of the hospital] he did not want to talk to us, nothing. Completely no engagement 

whatsoever. (P29) 

 

This quote also implies the unequal power relationship the P29 experiences in relation to the 

director of the hospital. He does not feel taken seriously nor important enough to talk to. P29 

shares an anecdote where he and his colleague wanted to ask the director of the organisation 

about a rumour of a reorganisation within the organisation, which was featured in a local 

newspaper. P29 shares that they approached the director in the halls, however, they were 

completely ignored and the director did not want to talk to them at all. A few days later, the 

organisation shared a message that those rumours were true and a reorganisation was 

happening. As stated by P29, this negatively affects his engagement experience.  
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A sentiment which is shared by his A&E colleague, P15, who states that because they do not 

listen or do not seek information from the floor, they do not know how things work.  

It is so easy to come up with things top-down while you really do not know how it works in 

reality. (P15) 

 

This lack of listening and communication is shared by ICU nurse, P28:  

 

The board of directors can say, we send out a message, we are going to do this and that. But 

that all feels so far away from you. And if I say, I do not want that, then they will just say, you 

have to. End of discussion. We do not have any say in that. (P28) 

 

When the management has the call, the power, the employee does experience this unequal 

power relation which in return, negatively impact the engagement experience, as P28 also 

states.  

P18 has a clear idea why this distance is felt: 

 

Sometimes I think they [board of directors] are very far away from the working floor. (P18) 

 

Consequently, P15 feels that due to the disruption experienced in the communication, the 

managers do not know how things work on the floor, while they do decide policy. This can 

cause work pressure issues which can also affect engagement (work pressure will be discussed 

later in this chapter).  

 

I can be a lot busier with 3 patients than with 10 other patients. If I have 10 bruised ankles or 

have 3 very ill patients, well, I am a lot busier with those. But then they say, well, you have 

that many patients a day, that many FTE. I think, that is just not realistic. (P15) 
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When I asked how this engagement can be build, P15 has a clear idea:  

 

The best-case scenario would be that the director would go to 5 zuid [internal ward] at 10 

AM and says: I am going to have a cup of coffee. (…) Even if no one has time, just come and 

have a look. (P15) 

Besides showing interest and engagement towards the employees, this suggestion also indicates 

a desire to reduce the unequal power distribution since P15 suggests a cup of coffee, on their 

ward, with them, just as they are one of the ‘regular’ employees on the working floor.  

This idea is also suggested by ICU nurse, P28:  

 

Small things make all the difference. (…) Have a coffee, have lunch, you must eat. It does not 

have to be every day, just once a month, go to a ward, just ask. (…) Then you can work 

together with those people and people will understand you. (P28) 

 

In relation to the recognition and appreciation issue discussed above, P16 believes that just have 

a person knowing you, or you knowing them, makes you feel recognised. Something which is 

not there at the moment and which is causing the barrier to engage on an organisational level.  

You know some by face, but then they change. Then we had an interim manager and now a 

new one, I have never seen that one. If you would know someone like that, that would just be 

nicer. Then you would feel more recognised, if that makes sense. (P16) 

 

Other sources of that disruption in organisational engagement are described by ICU nurse, P28. 

He states that there are different rules and policies for different employees, which creates even 

more distance between the different levels of employees.  

 

One example is policy within the hospital is that everyone has to have a lunch break. And if 

you do not see your supervisor or manager in the restaurant or he does not take a break. They 

are allowed to work through breaks and we are not? (P28) 
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This is again a very visible example of the unequal power relationship which is experienced by 

maintenance stage research participants which negatively affects their engagement experience. 

This quote of the maintenance stage participant P28 is also directly related to my observation 

shared in the previous section 7.3.1 regarding the difference of lunch breaks for nursing and 

office staff.  

This presentation of statements shared by the maintenance stage individuals clearly shows that 

they feel that they do not receive engagement from the management. It also shows that they feel 

frustrated and let down by this lack of engagement and this affects their own engagement 

experience. Furthermore, these quotes are an indication of the unequal power relationship which 

negatively affects the engagement experience.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Management 

engagement 

reciprocity 

I do talk to them but they do not want to listen. (…) When you would 

talk to that man [director of the hospital] he did not want to talk to 

us, nothing. Completely no engagement whatsoever. (P29) 

Unequal power 

relationship  

One example is policy within the hospital is that everyone has to have 

a lunch break. And if you do not see your supervisor or manager in 

the restaurant or he does not take a break. They are allowed to work 

through breaks and we are not? (P28) 
Table 28: Maintenance stage and management engagement reciprocity: illustrative quotes.  

7.4.2 Job engagement 
 

As mentioned in the introduction and the previous findings sections, the findings indicated that 

the individual engagement experience can be divided into three levels: job; departmental, and 

organisational engagement. The first level, job engagement, for the last, maintenance career 

stage, is presented within this section.  

Similar to the participants within all the previous career stages, maintenance stage individuals 

really enjoy their jobs, even at the end of their careers:  

I always say; I think I have a wonderful job. Otherwise I would not have lasted for this long! 

(P15) 
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While they state to be very engaged with their job, their career stage does affect how they 

perceive their work.   

I work nice, I enjoy the work. It’s fine, especially now, because I have to do two more years. I 

do not get worked up anymore. (P18) 

 

I also observed this engagement towards their jobs. Most interviews took place during the 

participant’s shift. However, the A&E is too unexpected and busy, therefore, those interviews 

all took place after the participants’ shift, in their own time. P15, despite being 61, almost retired 

and after a long shift, still made time for her interview with me. We spoke for 90 minutes, there 

was no rush at all, while I was taking time away from her personal life. This also shows her 

engagement to her job and line of work.  

 

Nonetheless, all the maintenance career stage individuals state to feel very engaged towards 

their job. On the job engagement level, two resource and one hindrance were identified. These 

will be presented in the following subsection.  

Resources 
 

Resources are aspects of the total work experience of an individual which can heighten the 

engagement experience through a motivational process (Fletcher, 2017). Within the 

maintenance career stage, the findings indicated two resources which have an effect on the job 

engagement experience: mentoring and extra tasks.  

Task resources  

Task resources are motivational aspects of an individual’s day-to-day job role (Amabile & 

Kramer, 2011; Fletcher, 2017). Findings from this research, regarding the maintenance career 

stage participants highlighted two task resources: mentoring and extra tasks. These resources 

will be presented within this section. 
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Mentoring 

Mentoring is an aspect which is often mentioned by participants within this stage. Traditionally, 

mentoring is mentioned as a characteristic of the maintenance career stage but not indicated 

within engagement research (Super, 1957; Fletcher et al., 2020). Additionally, mentoring, 

where the maintenance stage individual is the mentor, is a social aspect, very closely related to 

relational resources, which will be discussed in the next section.   

P18 shares his experience in relation to mentoring as well as stating how ‘amazing’ this made 

him feel.  

Especially the young ones, the other day, one came to me and said: can you look at that that 

patient, I do not trust it completely. Amazing that they came to me. (P18) 

P18 here states that the feeling that the younger nurses appreciate his mentoring and his 

knowledge, positively affects his job engagement experience and with that, his engagement 

experience.  

Female participant P16 does not have an official mentoring role within the department but she 

does explain how her informal position within the team and the type of professional relations 

she has with the other team members, leads to an informal mentoring position which contributes 

positively to her engagement experience.  

I am not a permanent mentor but they do ask, you know. Those young professionals. I enjoy 

that. (P16) 

 

This perspective is shared by P18, who is an official mentor. When I asked what made him 

most engaged within his job he answered:  

If you look at what I really enjoy? Than that is the support and guidance of students. (P18) 

 

He even went as far as linking that mentoring relationship as the main source of recognition 

he receives.  
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Colleagues will come, especially the younger ones, come to you to check. That is the 

recognition. (P18) 

 

I observed that this mentoring relation, between the maintenance stage individual (mentor) and 

the younger colleagues (mentees) also results in an informal leadership role for the maintenance 

stage individual, especially for male P18 on the lung ward. He acts as a leader on the ward in 

dividing the tasks and keeping the overview. Colleagues turn to him to ask for advice, guidance 

and tasks.  

Extra tasks 

Participants within the maintenance stage of their career, within their interviews, they tend to 

reflect on their career and comment on aspects which made them engaged now and throughout 

their careers. One main item which was often recurring were the extra tasks, outside their job 

description. Those out of job activities are tasks which are assigned to them, or the sign up for 

it, which are outside their daily job description tasks. For example, working groups, projects or 

providing training.  

 

ICU nurse P28 was eager to show off his engagement. He proudly stated that he was even come 

back from holiday leave to present his project for the national governing body who will assess 

that specific aspect of medicine. For him, this was clearly an act of how engaged he was. 

Furthermore, I observed that this extra task gave him a sense of pride and importance as well 

as not being replaceable. Even that important, that he specifically has to come while on leave, 

because no one else can do what he can do.  

On the 23rd my leave officially starts but then there is the NIAS [governing body which checks 

quality within hospitals] and I am the only staff member for that area. I will come back for 

that, I am that engaged. (P28) 
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For his direct ICU colleague, P29, those extra tasks are also a way of showcasing his 

engagement.  

I provide reanimation training for the whole hospital. I am in the board of the employee 

society. (…) I mentor students. (…) That’s how I show engagement. (P29) 

 

Furthermore, he also mentioned that showing this engagement through those training sessions, 

provided him with energy, in other words, had a positive effect on his working experience.  

I provide those training sessions (…) Those are all fun things, they give me energy. (P29) 

 

P29 also highlighted the nature of the nursing career, it being long and similar. He highlighted 

that especially in a career, with these characteristics, these ‘own things’ and extra tasks will 

make you stay focussed and stay engaged.  

You have to look for your own thing. I have been a lecturer at Saxion, the university. (P29) 

 

The maintenance career stage is at the end of their career and therefore are able to reflect on 

their career and identify aspects of their job, that made them engaged. Performing extra tasks, 

outside their normal job description was identified as a large contributor to their individual 

engagement experience now and during their whole career.  

Hindrance  
 

Within the job engagement level, the maintenance career stage individual also acknowledges 

hindrances which affects their individual engagement experience. This subsection will present 

the task hindrances related to the job engagement level of the maintenance stage individual: 

work pressure. 
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Task hindrances  

Task hindrances occur when there is a lack of task resources discussed in the previous section 

(Fletcher, 2017). Similarly, to the two advancement stages, within the maintenance career stage, 

work pressure is experienced. This hindrance will be discussed within the following section. 

Work pressure 

Work pressure is also something that – similar to the two advancement stages – maintenance 

stage individuals state to influence their individual engagement experience.  

P29 paints a picture: The bed is still hot and there’s another patient in it. It does not stop. And 

[employee] absenteeism will get high then as well. (P29) 

With this statement, P29 directly links the work pressure to employee absenteeism, therefore 

directly linking the consequences of the work pressure hindrance, to the individual engagement 

experience. In this case, not only for him but also for his colleagues.  

P15 comments on how she feels that she is not able to do her job right, only half, because of 

the work pressure.  

It is a busy job and I want to do it right. I do not want to do things for only half. I already 

must do things half because it is so busy. Even now when I am talking to you, I think about 

today and those patients, that and that patient…. (P15) 

 

She also comments on the consequence of this work pressure and it being so busy.  

 

It has happened in the past, that there were things which weren’t directly our fault but that 

someone was so ill and that was spotted too late, because it was busy. (P15) 

 

However, contradicting, she also states that being busy is something she enjoys within a job.  

But I am the type, I could not work on the ICU for example, because I have to sit still too 

much, I am a doer. (P15) 
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With this comment, P15 indicates how thin the line is between busy and too busy and how if it 

is too quiet, this can affect her engagement experience in a negative way as well.  

 

When I ask P18 about work pressure, he states that this is not something that he suffers from, 

but he sees others who cannot handle it as well.  

If we’re in the peak of a flu epidemic, those kinds of things, (…) then one will go in the bed 

when the other comes out. That’s stressful, some handle that better than others. Some love it 

that it is so busy (P18) 

 

P16, working on the same lung ward as P18 comments that it is something they are used to.  

 

Some months can get too much. But we will raise the alarm when that happens. But 

sometimes there is not much you can do. I think that we are quite used to it. (P16). 

 

Maintenance stage individuals, despite their long career, still feel engaged with their jobs. 

Mentoring and extra tasks provide motivation, pride and variation in their jobs and their careers.  

Compared to both the advancement stage participants who both also comment on work 

pressure, the maintenance stage individuals seem to be less affected by this work pressure. This 

could be due to them working towards retirement, their role within the department or their 

experience. I have also observed that the maintenance individuals, because they work towards 

retirement, do not get worked up anymore. As a result, they do not experience work pressure 

as such a large hindrance, compared to the other career stages.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Task resources I am not a permanent mentor but they do ask, you know. Those young 

professionals. I enjoy that. (P16) 

Mentoring If you look at what I really enjoy? Than that is the support and 

guidance of students. (P18) 

Extra tasks I provide reanimation training for the whole hospital. I am in the 

board of the employee society. (…) I mentor students. (…) That’s how 

I show engagement. (P29) 
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Task hindrances It has happened in the past, that there were things which weren’t 

directly our fault but that someone was so ill and that was spotted too 

late, because it was busy. (P15) 

Work pressure  It is a busy job and I want to do it right. I do not want to do things for 

only half. I already must do things half because it is so busy. Even 

now when I am talking to you, I think about today and those patients, 

that and that patient…. (P15) 
Table 29: Maintenance stage and job engagement: illustrative quotes. 

7.4.3 Departmental engagement  
 

The second level within the individual engagement experience is departmental engagement. 

This second layer of engagement focusses on the department an individual works in. Similar to 

the job engagement level, resources and hindrances are presented within this section.  

Individuals within the maintenance stage of their career really value the department they work 

in.  

What I think is most important, the hospital is for me this department. That’s the hospital for 

me. (P18) 

 

They all state to be very involved and engaged with the department they work in and have been 

for many years. This section will begin with presenting the relational resource: work climate.  

Resources 
 

Within the departmental layer of the engagement experience of the maintenance career stage 

individual there are several resources that influences their experience. The main resource 

category, similar to the previous career stages, is relational resources. Within the relational 

resources category, work climate, co-worker relations and perceived appreciation and 

recognition were identified.  

Relational resources 

Within the maintenance stage, relational resources are key within the individual experience of 

personal engagement. Individuals within this stage of their careers have worked within this 

profession and often within this organisation for most of their lives. The participants therefore 
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also acknowledge the large part those professional relations at work have played within their 

lives.  

 

Within relational resources there are three identified resources: co-worker relations, work 

climate and perceived appreciation and recognition. These three resources related to the 

departmental layer of engagement will be presented within this section.  

 

Work climate  

Research participants within the maintenance stage, very similar to the other career stages 

within this research, really value, appreciate and experience relational resources. They even go 

as far as acknowledging this positive work climate is the reason they are still within this job 

and why they have been able to carry out this job for this long.   

ICU colleagues P28 and P29 specifically mention the closeness of the team that they value.  

It is such a close team (P28) 

 

As well as the believes they share in being ambitious, caring about their job and being engaged 

with the job, and each other.  

I think it is a very ambitious team, serious about their jobs, engaged. (P29) 

 

When I asked P18 what makes him engaged at work, he highlights the working atmosphere and 

the idea of achieving things together which gives meaning to his job, even after forty years of 

basically doing the same job.  

 

I have here a working atmosphere which feels safe, that’s what’s important to me. That 

together, you try to do the best that you can. (P18) 
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When I asked him how this successful working atmosphere and relations are created, he states 

that seeing each other out of work, does help.  

It does help, that you see each other outside the setting, outside the working atmosphere. 

Have a drink, just the team together. (P18) 

Co-worker relations  

Co-worker relations is very closely linked to work climate since the co-workers make up the 

majority of the work climate. For the individuals within the maintenance of their career are the 

co-worker relations a source of pride, a warm feeling, motivation and engagement. 

P15 lost her husband a few years ago and thought of retiring after her husband’s passing. But 

her relations at work helped her through the grieving process and kept her at work.  

By work was a very important factor of getting through the grieving process. My colleagues 

know my whole story, that’s easy, that’s familiar. (…) That was the reason I continued 

working for so long. (P15) 

 

When I ask her how this works in practice and what such relational resources look like she 

answers:  

Our team, we just have such a good time. We do fun things, we organise things. We all love 

parties, you really have to find that within your team. (P15) 

 

She also acknowledged how meaningful teamwork is within her job, and how she values that 

cooperation.  

I value that cooperation, doing things together. That you run such a ward together. (P15) 

 

P16 shares this opinion and states how she can always fall back on her colleagues, how that 

makes it valuable and safe.  

 

But you will always have your colleagues, you can say your peace, not to your supervisor, 

he’s only there during office hours. (P16) 
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Perceived appreciation and recognition 

When I asked the participants if they perceived any appreciation or recognition I, in my mind, 

often thought of appreciation and recognition from supervisors and management. This is a result 

of the literature on engagement which indicated this influence. However, the participants within 

the maintenance stage made it clear that the source of appreciation and recognition is not top-

down, from management, but from their direct colleagues and their interpersonal relations 

within their department.  

 

One reason for that could be the size of the organisation, as suggested by A&E nurse P15. She 

also adds that she appreciates the recognition more from the people that she has actually build 

those professional relations with. Not so much from the people that she does not know and do 

not know her.  

The organisation is just too big. No, I feel that that [appreciation] is just not there. They can 

send a director to my retirement [reception] but well, you do not know me. I prefer to keep it 

private, with the people that I have actually worked with. (…) within my department, my 

colleagues, I am definitely appreciated. On a higher level, no, they do not know me. (P15) 

 

This sentiment is shared by lung ward colleague P18 who also states that perceived appreciation 

must come from the people in their direct circle, which they have built relational resources with.  

You have to have it [appreciation] from your patients, your colleagues, including the 

supervisor. (P18) 

 

ICU nurse, P28 does stress that he thinks it is important that this is being shared, within the 

ward.  

 

They [direct colleagues] do tell me, and that’s important of course, I cannot smell it. (P28) 
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P18 concludes with saying that trust within the department is recognition for him, because of 

the relational resources they have built. The anonymity of higher management, who does not 

know him, that does not lead to any appreciation nor recognition. He does not experience a 

relation with management, hence this could never be a source of appreciation and recognition.  

From the department you get recognition by them saying: I trust you. That is the recognition. 

From the organisation, no. They just say, you are one of the nurses, this is your job 

description and that’s what you have to do. Even though you’re old, you have to run just as 

vast as the youngsters (P18) 

 

On a departmental level, maintenance stage individuals derive resources from relational aspects 

such as work climate, co-worker relations and perceived appreciation and recognition.  

Hindrances 
 

Besides resources, there are also certain hindrances which affect the departmental engagement 

experience for the maintenance stage individual within this research. The hindrance is: 

generational differences. This hindrance will be discussed within this section. This hindrance 

is linked to relational resources and mentoring, as influences discussed in previous sections.  

Relational hindrances 

Relational hindrances can make an employee feel insecure and disrespected about their role 

within the social context at work (Fletcher, 2017). This can negatively impact the individual 

engagement experience. While the relational hindrance within this research, generational 

differences, does not make the individual feel insecure or disrespected, it does somewhat 

negatively contribute to their work pressure experience as well as work atmosphere within the 

department.  

Generational differences 

While the previous section highlights the resource, relational resources can be, there are also 

certain aspects which might hinder the relational resources and therefore the individual 
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engagement experience within the maintenance stage. One of these aspects are generational 

differences. Individuals within the maintenance stage of their career are usually older than their 

colleagues, the eldest in the team. As P15 puts it: They all could have been my children. This 

characterises their experience of personal relations at work and therefore influences their 

individual experience of engagement at work.   

P15 stresses the different type of role she wants to play, within those personal relationships, 

because of her career stage.  

But because I am the eldest, I won’t say. Because then I think, there you have her, the old 

ones…(P15) 

This different type of role, because of age, career stage and experience are shared by P18:  

 

They know that I am often right. That’s very annoying for the others but you’re the one with 

40 years of experience. (P18) 

 

P15 highlights the difference in generation and how these aspects can annoy her.  

Those are things, yeah, those annoy me. For example, their mobile phones, you know that, 

that phone is used all the time, and then everyone says, that is this time, that’s true and that is 

not a bad thing but not when it is super busy and someone is not comfortable or is in pain. 

Then I think, put that thing away, make sure that patient is comfortable and then I am fine 

with it. That should have priority. I do struggle with that. That’s also part of my list [of 

reasons to retire], I don’t want it to annoy me any longer. (P15) 

 

P18 highlights the difference in training which affects his job, mentoring and personal 

relations at work.  

The training was very different back then, a lot more specific knowledge. You had to know the 

anatomy very well, and the physiology. Those were the pillars of the whole training. You had 

to know all the illnesses and their symptoms, you had to know the anatomy. And now they 

have to know, how can I search for those illnesses and their symptoms. How can I look for the 

anatomy. And that’s what I struggle with, with the students that I am mentoring. (P18) 
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But even though there are these generational differences within the relational resources, they 

appear to be characteristics of this relationship because those differences do not hinder the 

relationship as stated by P18 in the following quote and by the other participants in the previous 

section.  

I can read and write with the whole gang. (P18) 

Interestingly, these generational differences as a hindrance, are contradicting the resource 

mentoring, as discussed in the previous section. However, as the last quote by P18 illustrates, 

the generational differences forms a small hindrance, compared to the large resource, mentoring 

provides.  

Themes Illustrative quotes 

Relational 

resources 

I value that cooperation, doing things together. That you run such a 

ward together. (P15) 

Co-worker 

relations 

By work was a very important factor of getting through the grieving 

process. My colleagues know my whole story, that’s easy, that’s 

familiar. (…) That was the reason I continued working for so long. 

(P15) 

Work climate I have here a working atmosphere which feels safe, that’s what’s 

important to me. That together, you try to do the best that you can. 

(P18) 

Perceived 

appreciation and 

recognition 

Yes, within my department, my colleagues, I am definitely 

appreciated. On a higher level, no, they do not know me. (P15) 

Relational 

hindrance 

But because I am the eldest, I won’t say. Because then I think, there 

you have her, the old ones…(P15) 

Generational 

differences 

Those are things, yeah, those annoy me. For example, their mobile 

phones, you know that, that phone is used all the time, and then 

everyone says, that is this time, that’s true and that is not a bad thing 

but not when it is super busy and someone is not comfortable or is in 

pain. Then I think, put that thing away, make sure that patient is 

comfortable and then I am fine with it. That should have priority. I do 

struggle with that. That’s also part of my list [of reasons to retire], I 

don’t want it to annoy me any longer. (P15) 
Table 30: Maintenance stage and departmental engagement: illustrative quotes. 
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7.4.4 Organisational engagement  
 

As discussed in chapter 6, the explanation of the conceptual model, research participants within 

this research do not feel engaged with the organisation where they do experience engagement 

towards their job and department.  

Within the following statement, P16 tries to describe why she does not feel as engaged with the 

organisation, compared to the job or the department.  

But that’s [the rest of the organisation, outside own department] you know, it feels a little far 

away from me, do you understand? (P16) 

This subsection will present just one hindrance which is affecting the experience of 

organisational engagement for the maintenance career stage individual: organisational 

hindrances.  

Hindrances  
 

The findings on the maintenance stage individuals provided one hindrance on the organisational 

engagement level: organisational hindrances. This item, identified by Fletcher’s (2017) 

research on personal engagement, will be presented in this section.  

Organisational hindrances 

Organisational hindrances are hindrances, imposed on the employee, by the organisation 

(Fletcher, 2017). These hindrances can lead to a reduced replenishment of energies and 

resources needed for employees to sustain personal engagement. 

Individuals within the maintenance stage of their career encounter organisational process and 

systems as organisational hindrances. Interestingly, they link these hindrances to their lack of 

organisational engagement, the lack of management engagement reciprocity as well as work 

pressure. The following section will discuss these organisational processes and systems.  
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Organisational processes and systems  

When organisational processes and systems do not function in a way which is beneficial for the 

employee, these processes and systems can form a hindrance. This then forms a barrier for the 

employee to experience engagement. 

P29 comments on the overload of training sessions and extra learnings they must do within and 

outside the job.  

I haven’t even said this but what I do see, the hospital is covering itself more and more. We 

are overloaded with all sorts of training sessions, extra e-learnings, everything. (…) There 

comes a time where it’s all overdone. The problem is, it takes up a lot of time. And you have 

to all of that, on the side of your main job. They expect you to do those at home. (P29) 

 

P15 recognises this aspect of training and links this hindrance with her career stage in which 

she experienced so many years at the organisation that these training sessions are perceived as 

a hindrance.  

Those training sessions, always those training sessions. Then I think, here we go again. Then 

we have some kind of communication course. Employee satisfaction research. God, for the 

hundreds time, I think, at a time like that. Communication training, indeed, I have had so 

many of those in my time…(P15) 

 

This ‘here we go again’ feeling, does P15 not only relate to training sessions but also to policy 

implementations.  

The other week we got a different note to when the ambulance calls, we have to write things 

differently. I didn’t say anything but I think, this is not going to work. I am not going to say: 

oh again, a new note, but I do think, again, such a new note. (P15) 

 

There is not much organisational involvement nor engagement for the maintenance stage 

individual. Organisational processes and systems such as an overload of training and the 

introduction of new hindering processes, negatively affect the organisational engagement 

experience of the maintenance stage research participant.  
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Themes Illustrative quotes 

Organisational 

hindrances 

Those training sessions, always those training sessions. Then I think, 

here we go again. Then we have some kind of communication course. 

Employee satisfaction research. God, for the hundreds time, I think, 

at a time like that. Communication training, indeed, I have had so 

many of those in my time…(P15) 

Organisational 

processes and 

systems  

The other week we got a different note to when the ambulance calls, 

we have to write things differently. I didn’t say anything but I think, 

this is not going to work. I am not going to say: oh again, a new note, 

but I do think, again, such a new note. (P15) 
Table 31: Maintenance stage and organisational engagement: illustrative quotes.  

7.4.5 Conclusion 
 

The maintenance stage research participant experiences high levels of engagement towards the 

job and departmental layer. Even after 30+ years of executing the same job, these individuals 

still feel engaged towards their job role and their line of work. Resources such as mentoring 

and extra tasks provide positive influences on their job engagement. Relational resources such 

as work climate, co-worker relations and perceived appreciation and recognition account for a 

positive influence on their departmental engagement experience. On an organisational level, 

there is little involvement and relating to the lack of management engagement reciprocity, there 

is no engagement experienced within the organisational engagement layer.  

7.5 Conclusion 
 

To conclude, this chapter applied the collected findings of the different career stages on the 

conceptual model, presented in the previous chapter. This illustrated that different career stages 

have different engagement experiences and experience different resources and hindrances in 

relation to their engagement experience.  

The exploratory individuals focus on their tasks and their own development within the job 

engagement level. They experience departmental engagement with resources that provide them 

support and safety within their learning process. Exploratory stage participants have no 

organisational involvement. This resulted in no hindrances and resources and as a result, no 

engagement on the organisational level.  
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The early advancement individual perceived many hindrances as a result of the lack of 

management engagement reciprocity. This lack of management engagement reciprocity is also 

impacted by the unequal power balance experienced between them, the employees, and the 

management of the organisation they work for. This negatively influenced their whole 

engagement experience. They have experience within their jobs and are less focussed on the 

basic tasks. However, they still derive resources from personal development and advances 

within the job engagement layer. Furthermore, relational resources on a departmental level has 

a large positive impact on their whole engagement experience. Early advancement stage 

individuals do not experience organisational engagement. This layer is influenced by 

hindrances concerning organisational policy, vision and processes.  

The late advancement stage individual experienced similar hindrances as the early advancement 

participants as a result of the lack of management engagement reciprocity. However, within 

their findings, the negative impact of this lack of management engagement reciprocity has 

progressed and intensified. This intensified lack of management engagement reciprocity is also 

impacted by the unequal power balance experienced between them, the employees, and the 

management of the organisation they work for. Within this late advancement stage, the 

influence of personal hindrances such as outside work life, influenced their job engagement 

experience, as their life stage caused their work to play a different role in their total lives. 

Similar to the early advancement stage, there is no organisational engagement. This layer is 

affected by hindrances concerning organisational processes and systems which in return, 

negatively affect work pressure.  

The maintenance stage research participants have seen so many different policies, managers, 

and training interventions that their attitude towards those organisational aspects is indifferent. 

They extract their engagement experience from the relationships they have with members of 

their team and the role of mentor and informal leader they fulfil. Within their role they feel 
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comfortable, important, and appreciated through the other members of their team. They appear 

to withdraw from organisational involvement and do not experience engagement on this level.   

The following chapter will provide a discussion in regards of the conceptual model on the 

individual engagement experience. 
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Chapter 8: The individual engagement experience 

model 

My research for this thesis explored the individual engagement experience and investigated the 

different influences on this engagement experience. The majority of the past research on 

engagement adopts a simplistic and static view of (work) engagement. So far, research on 

engagement has not provided insights into the complex and fluctuating nature of engagement. 

Furthermore, the engagement literature has ignored the importance of context such as sector or 

career stages within engagement research. Following my exploration of the engagement 

experience, I have created a conceptual model which visualises the complex engagement 

experience of the individual. Furthermore, this model acknowledges the contextual importance 

of the engagement experience. This model offers insight into the complexity of the engagement 

experience by separating the total experience into three layers: job; departmental, and 

organisational engagement. This separation offers insight how and in what areas engagement 

is experienced and also where it is not. Furthermore, the model offers a generalisable framework 

which can be applied within different sectors and career stages. In applying this conceptual 

model to different career stages, I have found that different individuals at different stages of 

their careers have a different engagement experience, influenced by different resources and 

hindrances.  
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Figure 17: Conceptual model of the individual engagement experience.  

The conceptual model divides the total engagement experience within three layers: job; 

departmental, and organisational engagement. The individual experiences engagement towards 

those three layers and the different actors within those layers. For example, they could feel 

engaged forwards their job and the department, but less engaged towards the organisation. 

However, if individuals are not feeling engaged towards the organisation, it does not necessarily 

mean that they do not feel engaged in general. Within those layers, different resources (positive) 

and hindrances (negative) influence the experienced engagement. There are four types of 

resources and hindrances: task; personal; relational, and organisational.  
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Figure 18: Layers of the engagement experience 

This discussion consists of two chapters. Within this chapter 8, I will discuss the individual 

engagement experience model and explain how the different layers of engagement function and 

how these layers are influenced. In Chapter 9, I will discuss the application of this model of the 

individual engagement experience to four different career stages: exploratory; early 

advancement; late advancement, and maintenance stage. Within this discussion, I will explain 

my findings as well as situating these findings in relation to the existing literature. 

The aim of this research was achieved by undertaking exploratory research within a hospital in 

the Netherlands. Within this case, I carried out 30 in-depth interviews with nurses as well as 

four weeks of observations and a review of organisational documents. The following 

exploratory research questions were formulated:  

1. How does an individual experience engagement at work? 

2. What factors influence the experience engagement at work, for an individual?  

3.  How does career stage influence the individual engagement experience at work? 
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In relation to RQ1, the conceptual model (figure 17) offers a visualisation of the complex 

engagement experience in order to make the experience more detailed and visible yet containing 

its complex nature. Organising the different influences by resources and hindrances within the 

model, relates to RQ2. Additionally, by applying the new conceptual model of engagement to 

different career stages, my research has recognised how engagement is experienced at different 

career stages (RQ3). These insights offer valuable information into how engagement is different 

for different career as well as how it has to be managed differently per career stage.   

Another important aspect of the new conceptual model and contribution of this research is the 

need employees express to receive engagement from the management of the organisation they 

work for. Research participants do not feel appreciated, valued, involved or seen by the 

management. This lack of reciprocity of engagement influences the whole engagement 

experience. In other words: if the organisation is not engaged with the employees, the 

employees will not be engaged with the organisation. My findings show that the research 

participants do not feel that the management expresses engagement towards them, which affects 

their ability to feel engaged in return. This reciprocity of engagement represents a shift in focus 

compared to traditional engagement models which tend to focus solely on the employee who 

shows engagement towards the organisation they work for (Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher et al., 

2020; Schaufeli, 2014).  

Finally, this research identified the influence of the unequal power relationship between 

employee and employer, in the engagement experience (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013). As a 

result of the employer containing the power over the relationship with the employee and the 

employee experiencing no power over that same relationship, the employee feels to be at a 

disadvantage. With the inclusion of the concept of power within personal engagement theory, 

I extend the theory as well as illustrate a more complete concept of the engagement experience.  
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This discussion chapter will start with an explanation and discussion of the conceptual model 

(displayed in figure 17). The different concepts within the model will be discussed and the 

findings of this research will be compared with the existing literature.  

8.1 Explanation of the model 
 

My conceptual model of the engagement experience visualises how an individual experiences 

engagement and how this experience is influenced. This section will discuss the motivation 

behind the development, functionality and application of this model. Furthermore, I will go into 

detail about the different elements of this model and compare these elements to the existing 

engagement literature.  

Within this research, the individual engagement experience is defined as: “a fulfilling 

experience at work which reflects you feeling positive and enthusiastic about your work, feeling 

able to focus on your work and doing it well and getting energy from your work to want to put 

effort in your work.” (Fletcher, 2017:458; Kahn, 1990). 

The critical literature review argued for the importance of context within engagement research 

(e.g., Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Fletcher et al., 2020). However, all the influences on an 

individual’s engagement experience, even within personal engagement research, are not context 

specific. There is no conceptual model which recognises engagement’s fluctuating and context 

specific character. Therefore, to be able to really capture the individual engagement experience 

there was a need for a model which captures engagements’ complexity, context and fluctuating 

character and offers a framework which provides insight into the individual engagement 

experience.  

The literature on engagement seeks to find antecedents and ‘solutions’ to achieve engagement 

(Bailey et al., 2017; Guest, 2014; Purcell, 2014; Truss, 2014). However, different scholars have 

indicated that engagement is a fluctuating, fragile and a changing experience (e.g., Fletcher, 
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2017; Kahn, 1990; 2010). As a result, it is too simplistic and static to assume a direct 

relationship from antecedent to engagement, since there are many factors involved (Truss, 

2014). An example of this simplistic relation is where the antecedent goal orientation positively 

affects work engagement, which in return positively affects the outcome, task performance 

(Bakker et al., 2013). In assuming this direct relationship and affect, other aspects which could 

have influenced this relation are ignored. Furthermore, different researchers argue the 

contextual importance of engagement research and limitations of these findings when context 

is not taken into consideration (Fletcher et al., 2020). For example, (semi) public organisations 

attract employees who are more affected by meaningfulness within their job, rather than pay 

(Fletcher et al., 2020). If this contextual limitation was not included, outcomes could have been 

taken out of context which does not represents outcomes within other sectors. This model was 

drawn to acknowledge the complexity of the engagement experience and to explore how this 

engagement experience manifests and is influenced.  

This research adopted personal engagement theory (Fletcher, 2017; Kahn, 1990). According to 

the personal engagement theory by Kahn (1990), personal engagement has three dimensions: 

meaningfulness; safety, and availability. My research shows, however, that though these 

dimensions are aspects of the personal engagement experience, they are not as visible as the 

three layers: job; departmental, and organisational engagement. As a result, when visualising 

and illustrating how the individual experiences engagement, I found that these three layers 

better represent the actual experience of the engagement from the viewpoint of the individual. 

Later within this chapter, subsections 8.2, 8.3 and 8.4, will include a discussion of the three 

dimensions (Kahn, 1990) and its relevance in relation to my research.  

The conceptual model of the individual engagement experience (figure 17) offers a framework 

through which the individual engagement experience can be visualised. The individual 

engagement experience is divided into three layers of engagement: job; departmental, and 
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organisational. Within these layers, different hindrances and resources within different 

categories (task, personal, relational and organisational) can apply to different employees 

within different career stages or sectors. Engagement is a multi-layered concept which means 

that the experience of engagement can differ at the different layers. Within the explanation of 

the different layers of this model, the difference engagement experiences within the layers will 

be discussed. By offering a visual overview of the engagement experience which offers the 

possibility to apply different hindrances and resources, a complete image of the engagement 

experience can be drawn. For example, where Fletcher (2017) identified work pressure as a 

resource, within the context and sample of this research, participants viewed it as a hindrance. 

The model acknowledges that the engagement experience might be different for different 

employees, even for the same employee, throughout their career. Consequently, it does not seek 

to generalise, it attempts to provide a framework in which the experience can be captured.  

 

The usage of the model is two-fold. First, the model visualises how an individual experiences 

engagement which offers in-depth theoretical insights on which engagement theory can build. 

The three layers of engagement (job, departmental, and organisational) are new within the 

personal engagement theory and can offer deeper insight into how individuals experience 

engagement and which factors related to the three different layers shape this total engagement 

experience. When the total engagement experience is divided within those three layers, a more 

detailed investigation and analysis can be carried out. Since those three layers are separate, with 

different actors and influences. When researching these layers as separate layers, a more 

detailed theoretical understanding of how these layers are experienced can be achieved. Second, 

this model could be used as a bottom-up, managerial tool to visualise the engagement 

experience of an individual. When practitioners derive insight into what areas engagement is 

experienced, on the job and organisational layer for example, practitioners can focus their 
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attention, policy and resources towards areas where the engagement experience is low. 

Furthermore, they can identify specific resources which need to be fostered and hindrances 

which need to be taken away.  

The main parts of the model are the three layers of engagement. The individual experiences 

engagement towards those three layers. For example, they could feel engaged forwards their 

job and the department, but less engaged towards the organisation. However, if individuals are 

not feeling engaged towards the organisation, it does not necessarily mean that they do not feel 

engaged in general. These three layers are influenced by resources and hindrances. Resources 

are positive aspects of the work experience relating to the different layers of engagement. An 

example of a resource is mentoring students, or personal development opportunities. 

Hindrances are negative aspects relating to the different layers of engagement. A demanding 

outside work life or annoyance regarding organisational processes and systems are examples of 

hindrances. These resources and hindrances are categorised within four different categories: 

task; relational; organisational, and personal. Not all categories have to be experienced within 

all the layers. There could only be one resource and one hindrance, or all resources and no 

hindrances. Furthermore, three resources and one hindrance within one layer, for example job 

engagement layer, does not automatically mean that an individual is feeling engaged towards a 

certain layer of engagement. One hindrance can have a larger impact than three resources, for 

example. As a result of the complex experience of engagement, the resources and hindrances 

are often interlinked between layers and influence each other.  

At the top of the model, ‘management engagement reciprocity’ can be found. Management 

engagement reciprocity influences the entire engagement experience within all the three layers 

and is also interlinked with resources and hindrances. Management engagement reciprocity 

represents the idea that an individual employee does not only provide engagement, they also 

have an expectation of ‘receiving’ engagement from the management of the organisation they 
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work for. With receiving engagement from the management the research participants express 

the need to be taken seriously, valued and seen as employees and important actors, within the 

organisation.  

The last aspect of this model is the impact of power within the individual engagement 

experience. This research identified the impact of the unequal power relationship between 

employee and employer, in the engagement experience. As a result of the employer containing 

the power over the relationship with the employee and the employee experiencing no power 

over that same relationship, the employee feels to be at a disadvantage. When investigating 

personal engagement and applying the model, this unequal power relationship has to be taken 

into consideration as well. Subsection 8.7 will go into detail explaining this power relationship 

and discuss where and how this impact can be experienced.  

In the following subsections, the different layers of engagement (job; departmental, and 

organisational) of the model will be discussed. Furthermore, the different resources, hindrances 

will be discussed. Management engagement reciprocity as well as the role of power within 

engagement will be reviewed.  

8.2 Job engagement 
 

Job engagement is the first layer of engagement. Job engagement is the layer which is naturally 

closest to the individual since they participate within this job, on a daily basis. The findings 

from this research project showed that the participants felt engaged towards the job engagement 

layer. This section will discuss the findings related to job engagement and situate them within 

the relevant literature. 

The job engagement layer was identified since research participants within their interviews 

clearly expressed a difference between their engagement towards their job role, department and 

organisation. Within this multi-layered experience of engagement, job engagement is the 
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engagement experienced towards the job role, job description and tasks an individual carries 

out on a daily basis. As a result, within the total engagement experience, the experience of job 

engagement is focussed on these aspects. Figure 19 illustrates the definition of job engagement 

and the different aspects of this layer of engagement. The research participants’ job 

engagement, within this research, was experienced as high, even for research participants who 

had executed this same role for over 30 years.  

      

Figure 19: Visualisation of the definition and actors within the job engagement layer. 

The job role and its tasks are the largest part of the work experience of an individual. This is 

the part of their working life, they are confronted with most. All research participants within 

this thesis experienced engagement towards the job engagement layer. Though the nature of 

this job engagement experience differs amongst the different career stages (explained in detail 

in chapter 9). 
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Figure 20: The job engagement layer: resources and hindrances.  

Key aspects within the job engagement experience within this research are the task resources 

(Fletcher, 2017; Rich et al., 2010). This research identified five different task resources which 

influence the engagement experience at the job engagement level. Interestingly, these resources 

differ greatly amongst the career stages. Where exploratory stage individuals mainly focus on 

developing competencies and role and task characteristics, individuals within the early and late 

advancement stage master those competencies and focus on extra tasks, outside their traditional 

job description. The maintenance stage individuals expressed the engagement they derive from 

mentoring other, younger, colleagues. Thus, while all individuals within this research expressed 

their engagement towards the job, they experience different task resources which contribute to 

that engagement. This illustrates how different the engagement experience and influences are, 

for different individuals within different stages of their career. 

The job engagement layer resource ‘extra tasks’ could be related to the concept of job 

enlargement (Donaldson, 1975) which has been linked to work engagement in previous 

research (e.g., Bakker et al., 2012). Job enlargement also links executing extra tasks, outside 

the standard job description, to motivation and job satisfaction. Furthermore, extra tasks as 
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identified within this research could also be considered an i-deal (Idiosyncratic-deals, unique 

conditions of the employment situation, negotiated between the employee and their 

employer)(Davis & van der Heijden, 2018). As the identified extra tasks within this research 

are tasks which, in most cases, the employee volunteers for and are different from the standard 

job description. In line with both the concept of job enlargement and i-deals, my research 

establishes the positive effect, these out of job description tasks can have on the individual 

engagement experience.  

Other resources which positively contributed to the job engagement experience were the 

organisational resources: personal development and career advances. These findings are 

consistent with research by Davis and van der Heijden (2018) and Fletcher (2017) who also 

identified these resources within personal engagement research. Especially in the early 

advancement stage career stage, individuals’ value the possibility of advancing in their careers, 

as well as personally developing themselves. This is a resource the organisation can offer, hence 

categorised as organisational resource. 

There are also two different hindrances which affect the job engagement experience of 

individuals within this research: personal and task hindrances. The largest and most influential 

hindrance, which is also experienced within almost all career stages is work pressure. While 

Fletcher (2017) conceptualises work pressure as a possible task resource, participants within 

this research experience work pressure as a hindrance. They state that it prohibits them from 

properly executing their jobs as well as add pressure and stress to the individual and leads to a 

decrease in the positive, safe working atmosphere. Within this research, the work pressure can 

also be linked to the experience’s organisational hindrances within organisational processes as 

well as the lack in engagement reciprocity from the management. It could therefore be that the 

character of the work pressure and where it stems from, influences if it is a resource or a 

hindrance.  
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The other job engagement level hindrance category is personal hindrances. The first hindrance 

within this personal hindrance category is shifts. A character trait of the healthcare profession 

is that the employees must work in shifts since it is 24 hour, seven days a week sector (Kersten, 

2019; Laschinger & Leiter, 2006). Especially individuals within this research at the late 

advancement stage explain how they suffer from shift work and how this affect their mental 

and physical health. This provides a hindrance for them to engage with their jobs. A hindrance 

such as shifts also underlines the contextual and sectorial importance of engagement research. 

While shift work is a characteristic of the line of work for the research participants within this 

research, it might not be for research within a different context. Yet, when applying my new 

model, this important hindrance can be included and identified, without being overlooked or 

prescribed within other sectors or career stages.  

The second personal hindrance at the job engagement level is outside work life. Multiple 

scholars within the personal engagement field have conceptualised outside work life as an 

influence on the engagement experience (e.g., Davis & van der Heijden, 2018; Fletcher, 2017; 

Kahn, 1990). The findings of this research project also indicate that outside lives can act as a 

hindrance for individuals to engage at work. Nonetheless, this research also found that this is 

mainly the case for individuals within the late advancement stage of their careers. Within this 

stage of their career, they have many caring responsibilities at home (children or elderly 

parents) which take up parts of their attention. When I was young, working fulltime and did not 

have a young, vibrant family, work did fulfil a different role than it is now. (P17). This is similar 

to what Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya (2018) found in their research regarding work engagement 

and life stage. Whereas individuals within the early stages of their career, or late stages, do not 

have those responsibilities and therefore are not hindered by this aspect of their life in order to 

engage. 
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When reviewing the job engagement layer and its resources and hindrances within this research, 

considering Kahn’s (1990) original conceptualisation of personal engagement and its 

dimensions, the job engagement experience captures the meaningfulness and availability 

dimension. Aspects of the tasks and role resources as well as the ability to progress in one’s 

career refer to the meaningfulness dimension. Since individuals explain how they derive 

meaningfulness from executing their job role and tasks in the processes of helping people as a 

nurse. Furthermore, they personally value progression within their career through which they 

derive meaningfulness. Furthermore, the personal and task related hindrances, refer to the 

availability dimension. These personal and task hindrances hinder the individuals availability 

to engage on the job engagement level. This is in line with Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation 

where the meaningfulness dimension mainly represents positive effects on personal 

engagement and the availability dimension, negative effects.  

To sum up, the job engagement layer is a layer within the total engagement experience where 

participants within this research feel engaged towards. The job engagement layer includes the 

individuals’ daily tasks, role and job description. Research participants engage with the job 

engagement layer because they feel close to the job and this is a part of their daily experience. 

Additionally, they experience different task and organisational resources which positively 

contribute to their job engagement experience. These resources offer challenge, variety and 

meaningfulness towards the job engagement level. Nonetheless, there are also some personal 

and task hindrances which negatively affect the job engagement experience, of which work 

pressure, partly evoked by the lack of management engagement reciprocity, is the main 

hindrance. Additionally, the different resources and hindrances identified within this context 

strengthen the applicability of my new conceptual model of the engagement experience. It 

namely identifies circumstantial and contextual influences (such as shift work or career stage) 
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which are important and influential within this context or career stage yet might not be 

applicable within another context or circumstance.  

The following section will discuss the departmental engagement layer experience.  

8.3 Departmental engagement 
 

Departmental engagement is the second layer of engagement. This layer contains the 

engagement an individual experiences towards the department and the different actors which 

work within that department (figure 21). The participants within this research expressed a strong 

feeling of engagement towards the department they work for. Most of this engagement is built 

on the ‘relational resource’, in other words, the people factor (Fletcher, 2017). The statement: I 

want to do it for the team (P17) summarises the experience of the individuals within this 

research. As a result, within the total multi-layers concept of the engagement experience, the 

departmental engagement experience focusses mainly on the relational aspects of the work 

experience. This section will discuss the departmental engagement layer of the individual 

engagement experience.  

 

Figure 21: Visualisation of the definition and actors within the departmental engagement layer. 

Interestingly, while officially the supervisor is part of ‘management’, the research participants 

see them as an essential part of departmental engagement experience, not organisational 
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engagement. They differentiate the supervisor from the other, higher, management. He is very 

approachable; his door is always open (P21) is a statement made about the supervisor, the 

opposite of the opinion the participants have in regards to the higher management: We never 

see them (P1). 

My research acknowledges the importance of relational resources in order to create a safe 

environment, especially within the exploratory career stage. Nonetheless, the main strength of 

the influence of relational resources is that those resources create an important sense of 

meaningfulness on the job which is the main source of engagement within their own experience. 

This strength of relational aspects, especially within the healthcare context is in line with 

Abdelhadi and Drach-Zahavy (2012) research which centralised a positive working atmosphere 

as key within the engagement experience.  

 

 

Figure 22: The departmental engagement layer: resources and hindrances. 

The ‘people factor’ or ‘relational resources’ (Fletcher, 2017) was a central topic within the 

findings of this research within the departmental engagement layer. These findings are in line 

with personal engagement theory which has a strong focus on the relationships this individual 
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encounters at work and how these relationships shape their engagement (Kahn, 1990; Kahn & 

Heaphy, 2014; Soane et al., 2012). Participants within this research experienced a strong 

engagement sentiment towards their department and the actors within their department. The 

main reason for this strong engagement sentiment is their co-workers and the team they work 

in. For some participants it is their whole motivation and they would quit tomorrow if the team 

atmosphere were not good (P26). Within that relational resource’s aspect, several aspects were 

identified. These aspects will be discussed in the following paragraph.  

The first aspect which stands out within the findings of this research, compared to the literature 

is the influence of the supervisor. Where the literature emphasises the importance of the 

supervisor and the harm supervisor incivility can do to the engagement experience (e.g., 

Brunetto et al., 2016; Fletcher, 2017;2019; May et al., 2002; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011). 

Within this research, only within the first stage of an individual’s career, the exploratory stage, 

the findings indicated an importance of the influence of the supervisor. They indicate that within 

their development career stage, the supervisor offers safety as well as a central point on which 

they can fall back on.  

Within the later career stages (early/late advancement and maintenance stage), the supervisor 

is mentioned but, they identify him or her as part of the team (P4). Within their role within the 

team, the supervisor contributes to the engaging work climate however, does not play a crucial 

role within the engagement experience of individuals within this career stage. This difference 

in the literature, compared to my findings can have multiple reasons. First, research that 

identifies the importance of the supervisor within the engagement experience, often focusses 

on this relationship, this is a moderator or antecedent with a crucial role within their research 

(e.g., Brunetto et al., 2016; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011). It could therefore be that because of 

this special signalling, they found a relation. However when, as in this research for example, 

there is no specific focus on this relationship, the individual does not indicate a great 
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importance. Second, within this sector, my observations show that the individual does not have 

much work-related contact with their supervisor. The team recognises its own informal 

hierarchy of nurses which supervise each other, without clear role descriptions or differences. 

Another relational resource identified within the departmental layer of engagement is co-worker 

relations. Similarly, to supervisor relations, co-worker relations is signalled within the personal 

engagement literature as influential within the engagement experience (e.g., May et al., 2002; 

Kahn, 1990; Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). As the quote in the introduction of this section illustrates: 

I want to do it for the team (P17). The individuals within this research all strongly accredit their 

engagement experience to the team in which they work, their co-workers. Similarly to what 

Abdelhadi and Drach-Zahavy (2012) found within a similar context. Additionally, from their 

co-workers they receive the perceived appreciation and recognition, not so much from the 

organisation or their supervisors as May et al. (2002) and Rich et al. (2010) identified. 

Additionally, their co-workers offer intergroup support which influences the individual’s 

feeling of safety (Kahn, 1990). Finally, the work climate is very influential towards 

departmental and the total engagement experience. Similar to what Davis and van der Heijden 

(2018) as well as Brunetto et al. (2016) and Anacarani et al. (2018) found.  

Besides resources, there were also hindrances identified in relation to departmental 

engagement. Those hindrances were also closely related to that same ‘people factor’ namely, 

colleague competences (organisational hindrance) and generational differences (relational 

hindrance). Colleague competencies was mainly signalled by participants within the early and 

late advancement stage of their careers. They indicated that due to the capabilities of their 

colleagues, they experienced a higher work pressure due to the colleagues not being capable to 

do the work. Due to their colleagues incapability, they have to do the extra work, which the 

colleague is not able to. According to Fletcher’s (2017) conceptualisation of personal 

engagement hindrances and resources, this is an organisational hindrance because the 
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organisation is responsible for all the processes and systems and for those to run smoothly. 

When the individual experiences a colleague who is not able to perform according to 

expectation, this affects the experienced work pressure of that individual because they must do 

the extra work that that individual is not able to do. While this might be a very context specific 

hindrance, also because it has not been identified within the literature, it could occur in other 

sectors as well. For example, when a project planner is not able to cope with the work, the 

project must run in any case. Colleagues must pick up the work which the other person is not 

able to do. This then increases their workload and work pressure. The organisation is 

responsible for their employees and have to manage them and their competencies. Therefore 

they must assess if the employees are able to perform within their jobs as expected of their role, 

or not. When they do not do this, in the case of this research, this becomes a hindrance and 

negatively affect the departmental and total engagement experience of the employee. 

Furthermore, this hindrance can negatively impact other hindrances, such as work pressure.  

The final departmental hindrance is only identified by individuals at the maintenance stage of 

their careers and is ‘generational differences’. Maintenance career stage individuals must work 

together with individuals who could have been their children (P15). This could offer a power 

struggle as well as miscommunication. Since these younger individuals were trained as well as 

raised in a different time and might have different ways of tackling work-related issues. Older 

individuals within the same job role might have more seniority and experience but might also 

lack the knowledge of the latest professional advancements. This could lead to tension and 

irritations within the team and between co-workers. Furthermore, these differences make it 

harder for the maintenance stage employee to derive relational resources from their colleagues, 

as a result of their differences. However, the job engagement layer related resource mentoring, 

as discussed in section 8.2, illustrates that individuals later in their careers can also experience 

a strong positive influence from contact with younger colleagues. 
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In relation to the dimensions of personal engagement by Kahn (1990), the departmental 

engagement layer affects all three dimensions. Where, for the exploratory individuals, safety is 

drawn from those relational resources, other career stage individuals derive meaningfulness and 

appreciation from those relations. Nonetheless, organisational hindrances such as colleague 

competencies and generational differences can affect the availability an individual has to 

engage and negatively impact their engagement experience.  

To sum up, the departmental layer of the total engagement experience is a layer which revolves 

around the ‘people factor’. As a result of this focus, the engagement experience within the 

departmental layer is different from the job and organisational engagement experience. Since 

job engagement focusses on the daily tasks and organisational engagement on the organisation 

as a whole. The department is closer to the individual since they spent most of their time at 

work, within the department and at work. Whereas the organisational layer feels further away.  

Individuals within this research express a large feeling of engagement towards the departmental 

engagement layer, mainly because of relational resources the department and its actors provide. 

The strongest resource within this layer are relational resources such as work climate and co-

worker relations. Those relational resources offer motivation, appreciation, recognition, and 

safety. There are also relational related hindrances which have a smaller effect compared to the 

resources yet influence the work pressure hindrance as discussed in the job engagement layer.  

The following section will discuss the organisational engagement layer.  

8.4 Organisational engagement 
 

The last layer of engagement is organisational engagement. Organisational engagement 

represents the engagement an individual experiences towards the organisation they work for. 

The interviews and observations carried out within this research indicate a low level of 

organisational engagement experienced by the research participants. This low level of 
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organisational engagement manifests as a distrust and distancing of the employees towards the 

organisation and more of a focus inwards, to their job and departmental layer. The influence of 

the unequal power relationship (will be discussed in subsection 8.7 of this chapter) was also 

largely influential within the experience of organisational engagement within this research. This 

section will discuss the organisational engagement layer of the individual engagement 

experience.  

  

Figure 23: Visualisation of the definition and actors within the organisational engagement layer. 

Figure 23 illustrates the definition and the different actors within the organisational engagement 

layer. However, my research found that the management of the organisation is a part of the 

organisational engagement layer whereas the supervisor, is seen as part of the departmental 

layer.  

Within the multi-layered concept of engagement, the organisational layer is experienced as 

furthest away within the work experience. The general organisational experience of the research 

participants is limited since it feels far away (P21). Whereas the job and departmental layer are 

layers in which the employee works in and with on a daily basis, the organisational layer and 

its aspects are more abstract. As a result, this influences the engagement experience within the 

organisational layer and makes the organisational engagement experience a different 
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experience compared to the social department engagement experience. Participants who 

execute extra tasks outside their department have more involvement and a larger social network 

within the organisation which resulted in a positive influence on the organisational experience. 

The majority of the participants has a more inward engagement experience, towards their job 

and department.  

 

Figure 24: The organisational engagement layer: resources and hindrances. 

Within the organisational engagement layer, key influences which were presented within the 

findings were the hinderances experienced from organisational process and systems, often 

enforced by the management. Examples of these organisational processes and systems are 

policy changes and tedious processes which are time consuming and hinder the research 

participants. This hinderance is closely related to the lack of engagement the participants 

experience from the management. Due to this lack of engagement reciprocity from the 

management, the participants experience more hindrance in relation to the organisational 

processes and systems enforced on them, by that same management (Fletcher, 2017). Enforcing 

systems and processes on the research participants is also influenced by the experienced 

unequal power relationship and different interests between employee and employer. 
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Participants within this research feel that they are not listened to and not being taken seriously. 

Therefore, they feel that their opinions, knowledge, and expertise are not being taken into 

consideration, hence the feeling of hindrance in relation to those organisational processes and 

systems. These findings are consistent with what Nguyen et al. (2018) found in relation to 

organisational change. This hindrance of organisational processes and systems in return, affects 

the work pressure experience within the job engagement layer since it impacts the way they 

work as well as add extra time, hassle and annoyance which negatively influences their work 

pressure experience.  

Within the organisational engagement experience layer, one resource was identified namely, 

extra tasks. These ‘extra tasks’ are tasks outside the ‘traditional’ nurse job description. 

Examples of these ‘extra tasks’ are working groups, projects and providing training in-house 

and outside the organisation. ‘Extra tasks’ was also identified as a resource in relation to job 

engagement. Where ‘extra tasks’ functions as an extra motivator in relation to job engagement, 

in relation to organisational engagement it functions as a social and involvement factor. This 

means that when individuals are involved with these ‘extra tasks’ they are confronted with other 

parts of the organisation, besides their own job and department. Within executing these ‘extra 

tasks’ they meet and socialise with employees from other parts of the organisation. This 

broadens their network within the organisation as well as create more familiarity and 

understanding from those other departments within the organisation. This is similar to what 

Nguyen et al. (2018) found, within a similar sectorial context, in relation to organisational 

participation and socialisation within the organisation. Furthermore, it creates more 

involvement and familiarity with the organisation as a whole. This socialisation, involvement 

and familiarity can act as a resource in relation to organisational engagement.  

When an individual only works on their daily job and within their department, they do not have 

any involvement with the organisation as a whole. It is therefore harder for them to be engaged 
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with the organisation since they are not familiar with it. When research participants indicated 

to be unfamiliar with something, they were more likely to have a negative attitude towards this 

unfamiliar aspect, hence the lack of engagement. Within the first career stage, exploratory stage 

participants indicate no involvement within the organisational engagement layer, this resulted 

in no resources and no hindrances within this layer. The individuals indicate that they are 

focussing on mastering their job and participating within the department. There is no 

involvement, hence no engagement on an organisational level. 

Nonetheless, the hindrances experienced, with organisational processes and systems and 

management style and processes does affect individuals, even when they are not familiar or 

involved with the organisation outside their department. Because those processes and systems 

as well as the management and their actions, influences how they practice their job. As 

mentioned before within this section, the effect of the lack of engagement reciprocity from the 

management has a large negative impact on the participant’s perception of those processes and 

systems. When there is no organisational engagement level resource available, there are only 

organisational engagement hindrances, which then lead to no or low organisational 

engagement.  

For the early and late advancement stage individuals, the findings indicated involvement with 

the organisational engagement layer in the form of extra tasks outside their department. These 

tasks broaden their network within the organisation and their understanding of the organisation. 

Nonetheless, within the early advancement stage, the participants indicate a hindrance with 

management style and organisational processes and systems (Nguyen et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, they indicate the lack of engagement reciprocity from the management. This 

sentiment is shared by individuals within the late advancement stage, but the findings indicated 

that these feelings are even harder and deeper than they were within the early advancement 

stage. The negative attitude towards the management progressed into an even more negative 
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attitude which has a larger impact on the total engagement experience, compared to the early 

advancement stage research participants. This indicates that the longer this feeling of lack of 

management engagement reciprocity as well as annoyance with the management style and 

organisational processes is experienced, this feeling develops and strengthens. It also indicates 

that it would be harder to turn this engagement experience around, once the effect of the lack 

of management engagement reciprocity has progressed. 

Within the last career stage, maintenance, the individuals have a more relaxed attitude towards 

the organisational engagement layer yet, do not experience engagement towards this layer. 

These individuals have distanced themselves from that organisational aspect of their 

engagement experience and act ignorant. They indicate that they are hindered by some aspects 

of the organisational processes and systems but they do not get worked up anymore (P18).  

In relation to the personal engagement dimensions by Kahn (1990) (safety, availability and 

meaningfulness) the organisational engagement experience layer aspects related most to the 

availability dimension. Individuals experience organisational processes and systems as a 

hindrance which leaves them with less availability to engage. Additionally, the extra task 

resource can provide meaningfulness to the social aspect of these organisation-wide ‘extra 

tasks’.  

To sum up, the organisational engagement experience layer is the engagement experienced 

towards the organisation and the management of the organisation. Within this research, the 

participants do not experience engagement towards this layer. Within the exploratory stage, this 

is due to the lack of involvement within the organisation as a whole. However, within other 

career stages, there is a low engagement towards the organisation due to the hindrance of 

management style and organisational systems and processes, enforced by the lack of 

engagement reciprocity from the management and unequal power relationship. As a result, the 

participants derive engagement from the job and departmental layer and express distrust and 
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detachment from the organisational layer. The only resource identified is ‘extra tasks’ which 

provides a wider network and a better understanding of the organisation as a whole to the 

individual employee.  

8.5 Resources and hindrances 
 

As introduced in the introduction of this chapter, the model uses resources and hindrances to 

visualise and categorise the influences on the three different layers of engagement (job, 

departmental and organisational). Resources are positive influences on the individual’s 

engagement experience within that specific layer. Resources can also be described as the 

positive foundation upon which engagement is built. Hindrances are negative influences, 

barriers to engagement. These negative influences hinder the individual within their 

engagement experience. 

 

Figure 25: Visualisation and summary of resources and hindrances within the conceptual model of the individual 
engagement experience.  

Engagement research (work, personal and employee) has identified countless negative and 

positive effects on engagement (Bailey et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2020). By categorising these 

influences into hindrances and resources and the four categories within resources and 

hindrances (task; personal; relational, and organisational) all these influences can be 
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considered, however, they do not have to apply. This can depend on context, sector or career 

stage for example. The application of this model to different career stages illustrated that 

different resources and hindrances apply for different career stages. By identifying hindrances 

and resources as core aspects of the new conceptual model of the engagement experience, all 

the different influences which derive from engagement research can be implemented and 

categorised without having to be applicable to all individual engagement experiences. 

While the concept of resources and hindrances was not yet included within a model, the idea of 

categorising influences on personal engagement into resources and hindrances derives from 

Fletcher (2017). He based this idea of resources and hindrances on the popular work 

engagement job demands-resources (JD-R) framework (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2008; Fletcher et al., 2018b) and combined this with the personal engagement 

theory by Kahn (1990). Within his study, Fletcher (2017) identified four types of resources and 

hindrances: task; organisational; relational, and personal. Where work engagement theory in 

general tends to only include positive items within questionnaires, including hindrances 

highlights the unavoidable negative aspects of the engagement experience (Purcell, 2014; 

Shuck, 2011). While I found specific resources and hindrances experienced within this research, 

it could be the case that within other contexts (e.g., sector, career stage) and with other 

participants, other resources and hindrances will be experienced which then make up the job, 

departmental and organisational engagement levels. This strengthens the applicability of this 

model because it does not limit nor prescribe different positive or negative influences on 

engagement. It provides a framework and visualisation into how engagement is experienced. 

By using the model as framework, the individual experience and context will complete the 

model according to their experience.  

There are four types of resources and hindrances: task; organisational; personal, and relational. 

Task resources are motivational aspects of an individual’s day-to-day job role (Amabile & 
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Kramer, 2011; Fletcher, 2017). When the tasks within a role are varied and challenging with 

clear aims and verifiable outcomes, they are likely to positively affect the individual personal 

engagement experience (Fletcher, 2017; Rich et al., 2010). The job tasks then act as a 

motivational resource which facilitates personal growth and achieving work goals. On the other 

hand, if those tasks are not varied, challenging and without clear aims and outcomes, those tasks 

can become a hindrance and negatively influence the individual engagement experience. Within 

this research, task resources and hindrances were mainly influential within the job engagement 

layer. Task resources such as: extra tasks, task and role characteristics and mentoring caused a 

deeper connection with the role and the engagement experienced in relation to their job 

description. Work pressure was a large task hindrance which was influential within the job 

engagement layer. Within the discussion of the engagement experience within the different 

career stages (chapter 9), those task resources and hindrances identified within the different 

career stages will be discussed in more depth and compared with the excising literature.  

Organisational resources could be divided into two main components: the actual resources 

provided by the organisation (e.g., software, processes and policy) and the utilisation of those 

resources, by the individual (Fletcher, 2017). However, when those resources are not 

(sufficiently) provided, they can turn into organisational hindrances. Organisational hindrances 

are hindrances imposed on the employee by the organisation. These organisational hindrances 

experienced by an individual relates to the organisational environment, policies, systems, and 

processes. These hindrances can lead to a reduced replenishment of energies and resources 

needed for employees to sustain personal engagement. I sometimes have the feeling that we are 

just busy checking things of a list, to score points, not to actually help the patient, those are 

aspects of the job that I do not enjoy. (P17). Participants feel that they are not incorporated 

within the development of those policies and systems. Working with those policies and 

processes hinders their engagement experience. Within this research and context, organisational 
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resources: personal development and career advances were identified in relation to the job 

engagement level. Additionally, influential organisational hindrances: organisational processes 

and systems and management style and processes were identified.  

Personal engagement has a strong focus on the relationships the individual encounters at work 

and how these relationships shape their engagement (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014; Soane et al., 2012). 

Relational resources are related to interpersonal relations at work and the individual’s wider 

social context (Freeny & Fellenz, 2013; Soane et al., 2012). These ‘relations’ include actors 

such as co-workers, managers and customers. However, when those relational resources turn 

sour, they can become relational hindrances. Those relational hindrances can make an employee 

feel insecure and disrespected about their role within the social context at work (Fletcher, 2017). 

Due to the complex and fluctuating nature of the personal engagement experience, the 

individual can experience both relational resources and hindrances at the same time. They can 

affect different aspects of the total relational engagement experience. My research identified a 

strong influence of relational resources, particularly on the departmental engagement level. 

Relational resources such as work climate, supervisor and co-worker relations had a large and 

strong impact on departmental engagement. Whereas, relational hindrances: generational 

differences and organisational hindrance: colleague capabilities hindered the departmental 

engagement experience.  

Personal resources refer to an individual’s emotional well-being and personal agency (Bakker 

& Demerouti, 2008; May et al., 2004). In other words, the willingness to invest one’s own 

energies (Kahn, 1990). Contrarily, personal hindrances are hindrances related to the 

individual’s nonwork roles, personal health and well-being and self-consciousness (Fletcher, 

2017; Kahn, 1990). Fletcher et al. (2018a) even state that state engagement (elements of 

engagement within the individual, personal resources and hindrances) is most influential in 

relation to personal engagement. To a certain extent, within this research and context, 
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particularly within the later career stages (late advancement and maintenance stage), personal 

hindrances such as outside work life and shift work hindered the job engagement experience. 

However, within the other career stages, those personal hindrances and resources were not 

relevant.  

To conclude, the total engagement experience is experienced differently for different employees 

within different contexts, sectors and career stages. Employees experience different resources 

and hindrances– even at different times – which influence the three different layers (job, 

departmental, organisational) which make up the total engagement experience. Additionally, 

not all resources and hindrances are equally important and influential. The model of the 

engagement experience helps visualise, contextualise and organise these different influences on 

the engagement experience.  

The following section will discuss ‘management engagement reciprocity’ as part of the new 

conceptual model.  

8.6 Management engagement reciprocity 
 

As the conceptual model illustrates, ‘management engagement reciprocity’ influences the total 

engagement experience of the individual employee. This thesis has identified that individuals 

have the need to receive engagement from the management, in order to provide engagement. 

This engagement from the management can be expressed within appreciation and recognition 

as well as giving the employees the idea that they are being taken seriously, valued and heard. 

When this engagement is not reciprocated by the management, this severely negatively impacts 

the engagement experience, its resources and hindrances.  
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Figure 26: Visualisation of management engagement reciprocity flows.  

‘Management engagement reciprocity’ is the expectation research participants have regarding 

receiving engagement from the management of the organisation they work for. They expect this 

engagement from the management, which they are not receiving. Their experience of not 

receiving this engagement, is affecting their willingness to show and experience engagement 

themselves. They do not show engagement towards us, why should we show engagement 

towards them?! (P24).  

Figure 26 visualises that when management provides engagement, at the upper arrow 1, this 

positively returns within the individual engagement experience. However, when engagement is 

not provided, as seen by the second arrow 1, there is a negative effect and engagement is not 

reciprocated, as can be seen by arrow 2.  
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Figure 27: Visualisation of effects, causes and expectations of management engagement reciprocity.  

There are different causes and consequences of management engagement reciprocity received 

or not received. Figure 27 illustrates that when employees feel seen, values, listed to and 

incorporated, they feel that engagement is reciprocated and this has a positive effect on their 

engagement experience. However, when these conditions are not met, they do not feel 

engagement from the management and this has a negative impact on the individual engagement 

experience and can result in different hindrances.  

Within his original conceptualisation of personal engagement, Kahn (1990) formulated the 

influence of leadership behaviours. He stated that these behaviours should show support, 

consistency, trust and competence. While there is no mention of providing engagement, Kahn 

(1990) does illustrate the influence leadership behaviours can have on the engagement 

experience of the individual. This managerial influence is described as perceived organisational 

support by Rich et al. (2010). They integrate Kahn’s (1990) broader idea of a supportive and 

trusting organisation as being positively related to the safety dimension and convert this idea 
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into the already excising concept and scale of perceived organisational support. While Rich et 

al. (2010) also do not mention the need of receiving engagement, it does provide a basis where 

personal engagement scholars have highlighted the importance of management behaviour in 

relation to the employee engagement experience.  

Davis and van der Heijden (2018) also underline the importance of management and leadership 

behaviour with the idea of reciprocity. Within their research they acknowledge the importance 

of reciprocity, an exchange of mutual benefit, between employer and employee. While their 

research focusses on i-deals, out of contract benefits for the employee, and not on management 

behaviour, it does highlight the need for some level of reciprocity within the organisation-

employee relationship.  

Social exchange theory is also an employee engagement concept, based on the idea of 

reciprocity (Alfes et al., 2013). Besides work, employee and personal engagement, there are 

also other theories which attempt to explain engagement at work (Bailey et al., 2017). Social 

exchange theory is one of these theories. Social exchange theory is built on the idea of 

reciprocity. According to social exchange theory, engagement is built on norms of reciprocity. 

When employees feel valued and treated well, they are more likely to experience engagement 

(Alfes et al., 2013). According to scholars adopting social exchange theory, the basis of 

engagement is this reciprocity between employer and employee. While I argue that this is 

indeed an important aspect within the engagement experience, it does not explain the whole 

complex concept of engagement. My findings show that this idea of reciprocity is one of many 

aspects of the total engagement experience. 

While both Davis and van der Heijden’s (2018) reciprocity and social exchange theory (e.g. 

Alfes et al., 2013), suggest the importance of reciprocity within the engagement experience, 

they both implement a managerial view which assumes aligned interests and power between 

employer and employee. Within my research, incorporating the structured antagonism view 
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(Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Edwards, 1986), I found that the impact of the unequal power 

relationship and the unaligned interest severely impacts the engagement experience as well as 

the management engagement reciprocity. This perceived power imbalance impacts the 

employee perception of engagement reciprocity since there is no power balance between the 

two parties (employer and employee). Due to that imbalance, receiving engagement from the 

management becomes even more crucial since there is already an existing power imbalance 

which only will be enforced, when management engagement is not received.  

My findings indicate that participants have several expectations of this ‘management 

engagement reciprocity’. Research participants indicate that they do not feel heard, valued or 

taken seriously. Especially within later career stages (late advancement and maintenance stage), 

due to reorganisations and changes within the sector, they feel replaceable. Additionally, they 

indicate that the management is not visible, they do not show their face (P1). To the participants, 

this creates a gap between the employees and the organisation which makes it difficult for them 

to engage. This is something acknowledged by Nguyen et al. (2018), who found that 

engagement decreases after organisational change, especially when the nurses are not being 

heard within the decision-making process. This idea of not being heard by the management and 

its negative effect on engagement is underscored within this research.   

What employees would like to see is an active management which shows their faces and shows 

a connection to the working floor. Similar to what Anacarani et al., (2018) found, is that a 

positive organisational work climate is crucial when experiencing engagement amongst nurses. 

Additionally, they need to feel understood as well as respected. Furthermore, they need to feel 

listened to and taken seriously. This could be a more active role within organisational change 

and decision making for example (Nguyen et al., 2018). This will positively affect the 

engagement received from the management and in return the engagement provided by the 

employee.  
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As underlined various times within this research and within the literature (e.g., Fletcher, 2017) 

the individual engagement experience is a fluctuating experience where different resources and 

hindrances are related to each other and influence each other. The expectation of receiving 

engagement of the management is a factor which influences a lot of aspects within the total 

engagement experience of the individual. As a consequence of the participants within this 

research not experiencing receiving this engagement, the effects are mainly negative, in the 

form of hindrances.  

Examples of factors within the individual engagement experience, within this research, which 

are affected by this lack of engagement received are organisational hindrances. Examples of 

organisational hindrances affected are managerial style and organisational processes and 

systems. Within this research, participants mentioned how the management does not involve 

them within the decision-making process nor listens to their comments. Due to the lack of 

engagement the management displays towards the employees, they experience those policies 

and processes as a hindrance, mainly because they were not consulted. This is similar to what 

Nguyen et al. (2018) found within a similar context. If the employees felt like they had been 

heard and consulted, they might not experience those same processes and policies as a 

hindrance within their engagement experience. As a result, this might positively affect their job 

and organisational engagement experience.  

A consequence of those organisational hindrances is work pressure experienced by the 

employees. Due to those organisational hindrances (policies, processes and systems) which are 

affected by the experienced lack of management engagement reciprocity, the individual 

experiences a higher work pressure which is experienced as a hindrance within their 

engagement experience. If the individual would experience engagement from the management, 

they would not experience the policies, environment, and systems as a hindrance and therefore 
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it would not translate into experienced work pressure. As a result, the employee would 

experience more positive job and overall engagement experience.  

To recap, my research illustrates that employees have the expectation to receive engagement 

from the management of the organisation they work for. If this management engagement 

reciprocity is not experienced, this can have a negative impact on the engagement experience 

as well as result in different hindrances such as work pressure and organisational processes and 

systems.  

8.7 The role of power within the individual engagement 

experience 
 

Within this section, I argue the important role of the unequal power relationship between 

employee and employer within the employees’ engagement experience. I found that the 

perception of the employee regarding the unequal power relationship between employee and 

employer, affects the individual engagement experience of that employee. Within this thesis I 

have incorporated the critical, structured antagonistic view (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; 

Edwards, 1986). In acknowledging and observing this unequal power relationship between 

employer and employee in relation to my findings, I found that the disbalance in power strongly 

influences the engagement experience of the individual. The employee and the organisation 

depend on each other yet have conflicting goals as well as an unequal power relationship.  
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Figure 28: A visualisation of the influence of the unequal power relationship on the individual engagement experience.  

Figure 28 above illustrates the different causes I found, which are perceived by the research 

participants as aspects of this unequal power relationship between employee and employer. The 

employee feels that the employer has the upper hand in the power balance. They feel that they 

are not listened to, not taken seriously and have no input on policies. Furthermore, due to the 

organisation having the power to hire and fire employees, they feel replaceable and insecure 

within their job. These different causes rooted within that unequal power relationship, 

negatively affects the engagement experience.  

Within the original theory of personal engagement (Kahn, 1990) power is not considered, 

neither is it seen as an influence. A reason for this could be the limited amount of research 

within the personal engagement stream. Additionally, the research which is available is 

predominantly psychological in orientation. With this theoretical orientation, the focus is on the 

individual and their internal influences, rather than on external influences such as management 

style or management engagement reciprocity. Furthermore, the more popular work engagement 
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stream has a more simplified and static definition of engagement. Additionally, due to the 

dependence on quantitative scales and measures within this stream, which makes difficult to 

include concepts such as structured antagonism and power, any other stances besides unitarist 

or managerial views are not taken (Guest, 2014). In adopting unitarist or managerial views, the 

unequal power relationship which exists between employer and employee, is not being taken 

into consideration. By excluding these aspects of power, an incomplete image of engagement 

is being drawn. I therefore establish that including power within the research on engagement at 

work is crucial in achieving a complete image of the engagement experience of an employee.  

By adopting structured antagonism, I have acknowledged that there is a mutual dependency 

between organisation and employee but that this relationship is characterised by conflicting 

goals and interest as well as being based on an unequal power relationship (Arrowsmith & 

Parker, 2013; Edwards, 1986). In acknowledging this unequal power relationship, as opposed 

to assuming aligned goals and interests and power not having an effect, a more extensive, plural 

concept arises. This creates a more complete personal engagement theory informed by power 

influences within the employer and employee relationship.  

An example of structured antagonism affecting the personal engagement experience was 

discussed in findings section 7.3.1 where participant 25 mentions a reorganisation which took 

place over 5 years ago but which continues to affect her engagement towards the organisation. 

She said that she felt that the organisation had the power to fire any employee, which could be 

her, or her colleagues. Furthermore, they would have the power to hire any employee, a few 

years later. Within her experience, this meant that they were more powerful than her, and had 

different interests. She wanted to keep her job, wanted her colleagues to keep their jobs, over 

the financial interests of the organisation. This inequality negatively influenced her engagement 

experience, especially towards the organisation she worked for, even after many years that have 

passed since.  
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Besides this example, power is also a factor when employees identified hindrances and 

resources towards their personal engagement experience. Within this research, I identified work 

pressure as a major hindrance amongst almost all research participants. An aspect of this work 

pressure hindrance were the imposed protocols by the organisation. These protocols were put 

in place without the consideration or input of the employees, as a result of the power distribution 

within the organisation. Furthermore, they fulfilled an interest of the organisation, to secure 

safety and to prevent court cases. However, these interests clashed with the interests of the 

employees who felt that the protocols were too tedious, took too much time and increased their 

work pressure. Which then led to a decline in safety because they were too busy. However, 

since they felt that they were not in a place of power, they could not do much about this and it 

created a hindrance to their engagement experience.  

Furthermore, when the power relations between employee and superior are balanced, this can 

have a positive effect on the engagement experience. For example, due the lack of power 

distance between the supervisor, for example, and the employee, the departmental engagement 

levels experienced are higher since this is fed by an equal relational resource and balanced 

power relation. 

Without the acknowledgement of structured antagonism, the unequal power relationship and 

unaligned interests between employer and employee, these factors and its heritage would not 

have been acknowledged. This could lead to an incomplete and inaccurate view of the 

engagement experience. As a result, this could inaccurately influence the personal engagement 

theory stream. In practice, not acknowledging these aspects could lead to inefficient or 

misplacement of management efforts and resources. 

My research proposes the acknowledgement of the unequal power relationship between 

employer and employee to be a part of the personal engagement theory. My findings show the 
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implications of this unequal power relationship on the engagement experience of the individual 

employee.  

8.8 Conclusion 
 

Within this research, I developed a new conceptual model for the visualisation of the individual 

engagement experience. This model visualises the engagement experience within three layers: 

job; departmental, and organisational engagement. These layers are influenced by different 

hindrances and resources. As majority of the past research on engagement adopts a simplistic 

and static view of (work) engagement, my conceptual model acknowledges the complex and 

fluctuating nature of engagement. This new model can be applied to different contexts (e.g., 

sectors, career stages) since different resources and hindrances can apply. The contribution for 

engagement theory is that my research shows that the total engagement experience can be 

divided into three layers: job; departmental, and organisational engagement. Personal 

engagement is a complex and fluctuating experience which makes it hard to grasp for both 

researchers and practitioners (e.g., Fletcher, 2017; Kahn, 1990; 2010; Purcell, 2014; Guest, 

2014). To be able to divide the total engagement experience into three layers and see that 

individuals experience different hindrances and resources within those three levels provides us 

deeper insight into how employees experience engagement and how different organisational, 

relational, task and personal factors affect that engagement experience.  

The discussion of the three layers shows that the job engagement level is a level which is very 

close to the individual because it is the largest part of their daily work experience. The type of 

resources and hindrances refer directly to aspects of the job and tasks. The main hindrance 

within this research context is work pressure. The departmental engagement layer focusses 

mainly on relational aspects which provide a very strong resource towards a positive 

engagement experience. They offer individuals safety as well as motivation and a sense of pride. 

The last layer, the organisational engagement layer, is largely influenced by the lack of 
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management engagement reciprocity. Due to this lack of management engagement reciprocity, 

the management style as well as organisational systems and processes are experienced as 

hindrance which also affect work pressure.  

The experience of engagement is influences by two, related concepts namely: management 

engagement reciprocity and the unequal power relationship between employee and employer. 

My research found that employees have the need to receive engagement from the management, 

to experience engagement. When this engagement is not received, this has a negative impact 

on the engagement experience and can result in different hindrances within that experience. 

Furthermore, in applying a structured antagonism lens to this research, I argue that power 

should be considered when researching engagement since the unequal power relationship 

between employee and employer affects the engagement experience and its influences of the 

employee.  

The following chapter will discuss the career stages in relation to the new conceptual model of 

the engagement experience.  
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Chapter 9: Applying the individual engagement model 

to different career stages 

This second part of the discussion section of this thesis will apply the model of the individual 

engagement experience to four different career stages. The previous chapter discussed the 

conceptual model of the individual engagement experience and its different concepts. In 

applying this model to different career stages, my research argues that when taking these career 

specific differences into account, it results in a different engagement experience with different 

influences. Looking at the different engagement experiences within different career stages 

develops our understanding on how the engagement experience is different as well as how its 

influenced differently. As a result, this advances engagement theory since a static experience 

throughout a career is assumed (e.g., Schaufeli et al., 2001; Bakker et al., 2013). Furthermore, 

applying the conceptual model illustrates its use as a framework for the engagement experience 

as well as its applicability in practice to identify the engagement experience and its influences. 

My research qualitatively explored the engagement experience within four career stages: 

exploratory; early advancement; late advancement, and maintenance career stage. While the 

research participants are in different career stages, all the research participants have the same 

job role. The participants within the last, maintenance, career stage have executed the same job 

role, their whole careers, for over 40 years. Due to this linear character of the nurse’s career, it 

gives insights and comparisons into different experiences within different career stages, yet 

within the same job role.  

The findings showed that research participants within different career stages have a different 

engagement experience within the layers as well as overall, influenced by different resources 

and hindrances. Within this discussion, the model of the engagement experience discussed in 

chapter eight will be applied. The chapter will discuss how the engagement experience within 

the different career stages is different and how this relates to the existing literature. These 
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discussions relate to the third research question: How does a career stage influence the 

individual engagement experience at work? 

Figure 29 below visualises the engagement experience and the hindrances and resources the 

research participants experience within each of the layers of engagement: job; departmental, 

and organisational engagement.  

 

Figure 29: The individual engagement experience model applied to four different career stages.  

Besides different hindrances and resources within different career stages, there are also 

differences within the experience of these hindrances and resources. For example, depending 

on the career stage, extra tasks is perceived as a motivational aspect, socialisation aspect or as 
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tool to be able to cope with the job role. Furthermore, power related aspects such as 

management engagement reciprocity and the unequal power relationship between employer and 

employee gain in influence over the career stages. They become increasingly influential, in a 

negative way, as an individual progresses through the career stages. In-depth insights on how 

these influences affect the engagement experience develops the theoretical insight of the 

concept of personal engagement as well as the influences which shape this experience.  

First the exploratory stage is discussed, followed by the early and late advancement stages. The 

chapter is closed by the maintenance stage and the conclusion of this chapter.  

9.1 Exploratory career stage 
 

The exploratory stage, within this research, entails the first three years of an individual’s career. 

The nine exploratory stage research participants within this research were within their early 

twenties and working on a range of ‘normal’ care departments. Due to their status as young, 

flexible, unexperienced and mouldable employees, this group is an important focus within 

engagement research (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018). This section will discuss my research 

findings on the engagement experience of exploratory stage individuals. This section will 

explain how exploratory stage participants have a different experience compared to later career 

stages, focussed on mastering the role and establishing safe social connections. 

The exploratory career stage findings section (7.1) established that research participants within 

this stage focus on the job and departmental level. The exploratory research participants are 

focussed on developing within their role and mastering the tasks that come with that role, in 

line with career stages research (Lynn et al., 1996). As a result, their focus within the 

engagement experience is on the job engagement level. The experience within the departmental 

layer is characterised by establishing social relations which offer security and safety. There is 

no involvement on the organisational level, in the form of organisational tasks or being engaged 
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by the management. This results in no engagement experience on that level for the exploratory 

career stage research participant. Simply because the organisational level is not a part of their 

work experience. 

 

Figure 30: The exploratory career stage engagement experience. 

The job engagement level is the centre of the exploratory stage engagement experience. These 

individuals focus most of their attention and energy on mastering the tasks which come with 

the job role. I thought, the rest, stop, I will first focus on my tasks (…) and the rest, that will 

come later (P3). As a result, the exploratory stage research participant perceives developing 

competencies as an important task resource. This is line with career stage research which 

indicates that learning and exploration are most important (Mackay, 2018). The task and role 

characteristics are the main source of motivation and meaningfulness for this career stage. Just 
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all the activities (…) clean a wound, insert a catheter, IV, those kind of things. That’s what 

makes this fun. (P6). This is specific for the exploratory stage, compared to the other career 

stages. Where the other career stages have experienced years of those task and role 

characteristics, they are not that ‘fun’ and ‘exciting’ anymore, hence, less influential within 

their engagement experience. Whereas, those characteristics are new to the exploratory stage 

individuals, which makes them ‘fun’ and ‘challenging’ and influential within their engagement 

experience.  

The departmental engagement experience for the exploratory stage individual derives around 

creating social connections and acceptance. The exploratory stage individual engagement 

experience thrives when there is a safe departmental environment where they can ask questions, 

receive support and are welcomed in the team. Through the resource intergroup support, 

colleagues offer support as well as a safe environment in which the individual can get 

acquainted within the role and develop their skills. Look, if you’re working with colleagues of 

which you know, I can fall back on them, they will help you when needed, then you know you 

have a very positive and trustworthy team. That makes me engaged (P12).  

Furthermore, the exploratory stage individuals indicated how important their relationship with 

their supervisor is, which has not been mentioned by individuals in the later career stages. 

Relating to Fletcher and Schofield (2018) and Fletcher (2019) who stressed the importance of 

the supervisor, this research shows that the supervisor is indeed influential, but only within an 

individual’s first career stage. Within this initial stage, the supervisor, together with the 

colleagues of the individual, offer support and guidance within the development of the 

exploratory stage individual. As the participants within this stage indicate, this is crucial within 

their engagement experience. Whereas in the later career stages, the supervisor is not ‘needed’ 

as much and therefore does not play a central role within their engagement experience. 
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On the organisational engagement layer, exploratory stages individuals do not express any 

involvement nor engagement. This resulted in the absence of resources and hindrances on this 

level. The exploratory stage individual is fully focussed on mastering the job role and 

socialisation within the department. Well, it is not that I am really participating within things 

outside the department, I just want to focus on mastering the department because I have not 

been here for that long. That seems enough for now. (P14). Exploratory stage individuals do 

not have ‘space’ within their engagement and working experience, for organisational 

involvement or engagement.  

All the research participants within the exploratory stage are female. When comparing these 

findings with female based career stage models, the focus of the research participants is more 

on establishing social acceptance than suggested in the female based career stage model (O’Neil 

& Bilimoria, 2005). An explanation for this difference could be that the research participants 

within this research are almost all younger than the women in the career stage model of O’Neil 

and Bilimoria (2005) who start their first career stage at the age of 24. Whereas the interviewees 

within this research are between the ages of 21 and 25. Hence the focus on progression on the 

career would be more related to the second career stage within this research, early advancement 

stage. Nonetheless, though the women within this research, are still young and not ready to have 

children, this does play on their mind and they do already think about how a family and children 

will fit within and affect their careers, similar to what O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005) and Burke 

(2002) indicated.  

Research participants within the exploratory career stage expressed high levels of engagement. 

Interestingly, this is contradicting the work engagement literature (e.g., Demerouti et al., 2012; 

Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018). Other engagement researchers have found that it is later in 

the career that individuals become more engaged (e.g., Reio and Sanders-Reio, 2011; Salmela-

Aro & Upadyaya, 2018). While Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya (2018) adopt the life span approach 
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which focusses on life stage rather than career stage, in combination with work engagement, 

their approach can also be explained why an exploratory stage individual might be most 

engaged. This could be due to the limited number of personal resources, for example, 

experience, financial assets or professional network. Because of these limited resources, 

exploratory stage employees need to show engagement towards the organisation they work for, 

because the organisation can potentially offer those resources that exploratory stage individuals 

lack. Additionally, due to the lack of resources (experience and network), it would be harder 

for those individuals to find a new job. This dependent relationship can be an explanation of 

the high engagement within this early career stage. Something which is also acknowledged by 

for example P21, who commented on the insecurity which she experiences regarding the 

renewal of her contract. For research participants later in their careers this is not an issue since 

they all have permanent contracts and more resources (network, finances and experience).  

This issue of insecure contracts is related to the unbalanced power relationship between the 

employer and the exploratory stage individual. As P21 states: I have to get a new contract in 

December, I really hope they have enough money to give me a new contract…  (P21). She has 

to hope and trust the employer to give her a new contract. She experiences little power over this 

herself. Furthermore, similar to the exploratory stage individual having no organisational 

involvement, they feel that the management of the organisation is not involved with them. They 

feel that they do not see the management, nor the management has an idea of what really 

happens on the ward. However, since there is no organisational involvement and a large focus 

on mastering the tasks and job role, this lack of management engagement reciprocity does not 

seem to have as large of an impact as it has on the engagement experience of the later career 

stages, as it does not relate in linked hindrances for this career stage. 

The exploratory stage individual does not experience any hindrances in relation to their 

engagement experience. An explanation for this could be that due to their short time within the 
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organisation and the line of work, everything is new and exciting. This feeling of excitement 

overpowers any negative impact a possible hindrance could have. These findings are in line 

with research which has identified a ‘honeymoon phase’ for young nurses, entering the world 

of work (e.g., Halfer & Graff, 2006) 

Contradicting this honeymoon phase, different researchers also stressed the likelihood of 

younger people suffering from burnout, compared to their older colleagues (e.g., Conway, 

2004; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018). This could be related to the pressure the individual 

feels concerning gaining experience, mastering their tasks, temporary contracts, and limited 

resources. This could then negatively relate to their ability to engage because they are too 

concerned with their position, which drains energy and creates a barrier to engage (Bregman, 

2017; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018). However, this research did not find evidence regarding 

a higher stress level amongst these exploratory stage individuals compared to the other career 

stages. However, this research did identify the large focus on mastering tasks within the job 

role. As a result, focus on exploratory competencies development and support in this area 

should be provided by practitioners.  

To conclude, exploratory stage individuals focus on personal development and mastering the 

tasks within their job role. Within this development, a safe and comfortable departmental 

environment is key. As a result of this focus, exploratory stage individuals experience 

engagement on the job and departmental level. However, there is no organisational involvement 

and therefore no engagement experienced on this organisational layer. Due to the lack of 

personal resources and insecure contracts, exploratory stage individuals have to express larger 

levels of engagement in order to overcome this lack of resources and to stay employed. 

The following section will discuss the findings of the early advancement career stage 

individuals.  
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9.2 Early advancement career stage 
 

Research participants within the early advancement stage of their career have gathered some 

experience. They have between 3 and 13 years of experience under their belt.  Key informants 

within this research (department heads and HR managers of the case organisation) call them 

‘young professionals’. In general, these participants are in their mid-late twenties to early 

thirties. Early advancement stage research participants are focussed on their careers and 

progress within those careers. The lack of management engagement reciprocity begins to affect 

their engagement experience more, compared to the exploratory stage. This has an effect on 

work pressure experienced as well as managerial and organisational processes and systems.  

The engagement experience of the early advancement individual is characterised by the need 

for advancement and personal development. The most influential resource within the total 

engagement experience are relational resources related to the team in which the individual 

operates. There is organisational involvement in the form of extra tasks. However, these early 

advancement stage individuals still do not feel engaged with the organisational layer. Work 

pressure is the most influential hindrance within the engagement experience of the early 

advancement stage individual. Work pressure is related to the management engagement 

reciprocity as well as perceived hindrances in relation to management style and organisational 

processes. 
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Figure 31: The early advancement career stage engagement experience.  

The findings of the early advancement stage individuals presented a high engagement towards 

the job engagement level. Though they are experienced within their role, they still feel engaged 

with the job level. Though different from the exploratory stage participants, this engagement is 

mainly fuelled by the opportunities to develop and advance within the job. The early 

advancement stage participants valued organisational resources: ‘personal development’ and 

‘career advances’ as very important. The literature signalled personal development as important 

within the early stages of an individual’s career (Fletcher, 2019; Mackay, 2018). The early 

advancement stage is still a relatively early career stage, so these findings are according to the 

(female) career stage literature as well as the engagement literature (e.g., Davis & van der 

Heijden, 2018; Fletcher, 2017; O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). While the early advancement stage 
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individual values career advances, there are limited options beyond the career advances these 

participants have already made. Because of the linear character of their chosen line of work, 

vertical progression options within nursing are limited. For the large majority, only horizontal 

progression outside the hospital to for example the ambulance service or a career as selling 

medication would be optional. However, since nursing is a predominantly female career, while 

the sample within this research does include a large percentage of men, it could be that 

subjective career success is valued higher than objective career success and therefore does not 

affect their engagement experience (Hopkins et al., 2006; Lyness & Thompson, 2000). As this 

could affect their engagement experience later on in their careers, yet this was not seen in the 

findings on the later career stages. However, it would be beneficial for practitioners to be alert 

on this phenomenon to be able to give employees, especially in the early stages of their careers, 

possibilities to progress in-house.  

The main hindrance identified within the early advancement career stage was work pressure. 

As mentioned before in the job engagement discussion (8.2), while work pressure was 

conceptualised by Fletcher (2017) as a positive, task resource, is it perceived as a hindrance by 

the individuals within this research. This could therefore indicate that there might be a 

differentiation within the kind of work pressure and the source of the work pressure in order for 

it to be perceived as a resource or a hindrance. In the case of the early advancement stage 

individuals, work pressure is a very influential task hindrance, sourced by organisational 

hindrances as well as the lack of management engagement reciprocity. Furthermore, this work 

pressure hindrance is fuelled by the colleague capabilities hindrance on the departmental layer. 

Participants explain how their perceived lack of colleague capabilities results in a higher work 

pressure for them because their colleagues are not able to execute their tasks. Due to all these 

influences, work pressure is experienced which negatively affects the job engagement 

experience of the early advancement employee. Figure 32 below illustrates how the different 
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influences regarding work pressure impact each other and influences the engagement 

experience of the early advancement stage research participant.  

 

 

Figure 32: Illustration of work pressure in the early advancement career stage. 

Within the departmental engagement layer, the relational resources were found to be most 

influential. Within the relational resources, early advancement individuals valued intergroup 

support and work climate. These strong resources align with the rest of the career stages as well 

as the literature that assigns a large role to interpersonal relations within the personal 

engagement experience (e.g., Fletcher, 2019; Kahn & Heaphy, 2014). Within the early 

advancement stage the engaging team results in a positive working atmosphere which they 

identified as most important and key within their engagement experience, in line with Davis 

and van der Heijden (2018). If you work with enthusiastic colleagues who want to go for it, you 

will be motivated and engaged yourself! (P1). They state that they want to perform well within 

their role, for the team (P13). According to the early advancement career stage individuals an 
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engaging team is an independent, motivated, close and personal team which want to go the extra 

mile for each other.  

However, there are also negative aspects identified in relation to relational influences. The early 

advancement stage participants explained that they experienced hindrance from colleagues who 

did not have the right competencies. When their colleagues were not able to perform as they 

should, they felt that there was nothing done with this, by the management. This affected their 

personal work pressure experience since the incompetent colleague was not able to perform (as 

illustrated in figure 32). While this is a task from the organisation, the participants did not feel 

that there was anything done with this issue, which enforced the lack of management 

engagement reciprocity. Furthermore, this lack of action affected their perception of the unequal 

power relationship and unaligned interests between employee and employer. In the literature, 

the influence of colleagues is often addressed as either positive (e.g., Fletcher, 2017) or negative 

(e.g., Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011). There is no attention paid to any other influences colleagues 

might have on the engagement experience. My research shows that though the team might be 

strong, the influence of colleagues can still be negative due to perceived incompetence in skill 

capabilities. This also shows that through in-depth, critical and qualitative research, the nature 

and effect of these antecedents can be explored which now can progress theory as well as 

enforce practical implications. Since this finding illustrates how colleague incapability’s 

enforces the work pressure hindrance as well as decreased their departmental and overall 

engagement experience.  

The final layer, organisational engagement, was dominated by hindrances regarding the 

management style and organisational processes and systems. Examples of those hindering 

processes and systems are hindering policy changes and time-consuming research with no 

feedback or consequences. Not being involved within the creation of those processes and 

systems are cause for a hindrance and negative attitude towards the organisation, for the early 
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advancement stage individual. As discussed in the previous paragraph and visualised in figure 

29, these hindrances are related to work pressure as well. These hindrances are also affected by 

the lack of management engagement reciprocity.  

Extra tasks is an identified resource. Within those extra tasks, early advancement individuals 

are forced to look beyond their own department: Within my role as coordinator they expect of 

me to think beyond just my ward, to think organisation wide. (P4). Due to that involvement, the 

extra tasks act as a resource towards the organisational engagement layer.  

To conclude, the early advancement stage individual is focussed on personal development and 

progress within their careers. Being able to focus on these aspects functions as resources 

towards job engagement. Work pressure is the most influential hindrance within the 

engagement experience of the early advancement stage individual. Most hindrances are linked 

to this important hindrance (figure 32). On the departmental layer a strong team and a positive 

working atmosphere are key in achieving engagement. The main hindrance on the departmental 

level is the incompetence of colleagues which heightens work pressure and decreases 

departmental engagement. The organisational engagement level acknowledges hindrances on 

organisational processes as systems as a result of the lack of management engagement 

reciprocity. This hindrance also negatively influences work pressure. These findings show that 

the engagement experience from the early advancement individual is very different compared 

to the exploratory stage and has to be managed differently, with more focus on progress in the 

job role, motivation sourced from a strong team and minimalizing hindrances related to work 

pressure.  

The following section will discuss the next career stage, late advancement stage.  
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9.3 Late advancement career stage 
 

The nine late advancement career stage participants in my research have between 14 and 35 

years of experience and are generally in their mid-thirties to early fifties. They are highly skilled 

and experienced when it comes to their job and are therefore less focussed on the basic aspects 

of their role. Compared to the other career stages, research participants within the late 

advancement stage of their career are more focussed on personal hindrances such as outside 

work life (personal and family life) which affects their engagement experience. Furthermore, 

compared to the early advancement stage, the effect of the lack of management engagement 

reciprocity and the unequal power relationship is stronger and more influential.   

Compared to other career stages, the late advancement stage individual experiences more 

hindrance from personal hindrances such as shifts and outside work life. They indicate that 

work plays a different part in their lives compared to earlier career stages as a result of changes 

in their home life. Compared to the early advancement stage, late advancement stage 

individuals experience more hindrance from work pressure and its related influences such as 

the lack of management engagement reciprocity and the unbalanced power relationship 

between them and their employer.  
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Figure 33: The late advancement career stage engagement experience.  

The late advancement stage individuals experience hindrance from their personal life within 

their engagement experience, similar to what Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya (2018) found as well 

as what female career stage theory indicates (e.g., Burke, 2002; O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005; 

Hopkins et al., 2006). On the job engagement level, participants within this stage experience 

hindrances from shift work, which is part of the nature of their job and outside work life. They 

state that they do not feel as engaged as previously within their careers because they have less 

availability within their minds. When I was young, working fulltime and did not have a young, 

vibrant family, work did fulfil a different role than it is now. (P17). This is a result of their 

increased responsibilities at home, in the form of childcare responsibilities. Late advancement 
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stage research participants state that they do focus on their home life, even when at work. These 

findings relate to the importance of a positive work-life balance, something which Davis and 

van der Heijden (2018) identified as key when achieving engagement at work. Interestingly, 

the findings indicated that this struggle with outside work life and work-life balance seems to 

be specific to career stage since is it not mentioned within the other career stages. This specific 

career stage has many caring responsibilities which might affect their available space to engage 

fully at work (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2018; Jennings, 2008). Additionally, the sector on 

which this research focusses on is predominantly female. Research has indicated that females 

are traditionally still responsible for most of the work and responsibilities at home (Bregman, 

2017). These domestic tasks can also impact that disbalance which can form a hindrance which 

affects the engagement experience, especially on a job engagement level.  

Another job engagement hindrance experience is work pressure, similarly to the early 

advancement stage participants. Nonetheless, compared to the early advancement participants, 

the late advancement stage participants seem to have a larger resentment and larger impact as 

a result of that work pressure. This larger resentment and effect are closely related to the 

increased impact of the lack of management engagement reciprocity and the unequal power 

distribution between the late advancement stage employee and employer. I do not know if it is 

a thing of respect but you [as a nurse] are on a different part of the pyramid, this is how I 

experience it. (P25). As a result, the longer individuals experience a lack of management 

engagement reciprocity, the larger the negative impact on hindrances such as work pressure.  
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Figure 34: Illustration of work pressure in the late advancement career stage. 

As can be seen in figure 34, the development of work pressure as a hindrance is very similar to 

the early advancement experience. However, the top of the figure shows the influence of the 

unequal power relationship between employee and employer, something which is more 

influential within the late advancement career stage. Furthermore, the influence of the lack of 

management engagement reciprocity is also larger and more influential, also related to work 

pressure, within this late advancement career stage.  

For the late advancement stage individual, extra tasks are a job engagement resource which 

offers variety and motivation within their day-to-day tasks. Creating challenge and variety is 

key within task resources (Fletcher, 2017). These extra tasks offer a variety within the job and 

keeps the individual motivated. Job enlargement is a term which has been linked to work 

engagement (e.g., Bakker et al., 2012) which is similar to the resource ‘extra tasks’ I have 

identified within this research (Berdicchia et al., 2016; Donaldson, 1975). Job enlargement also 

acknowledges positive effects (e.g., motivation, job satisfaction) extra tasks outside the job 
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description can have within the working experience of an employee. While previously been 

linked to work engagement, personal engagement has not acknowledged this concept within its 

theory. I take part in a working group about aftercare of the ICU. Yes, that I something I really 

enjoy. (P25). Within this research, these extra tasks act as a resource which provides motivation, 

challenge and fun into the job engagement experience for the late advancement stage individual. 

These findings are in line with the job enlargement concept which has been previously linked 

to work engagement (Bakker et al., 2012).  

On the departmental level, similarly to all the other career stages, relational resources - the 

‘people factor’ (Kahn & Heaphy, 2014)- are key. Participants within the late advancement stage 

particularly value work climate and co-worker relations, similarly to what Davis & van der 

Heijden (2018) and  Fletcher (2017) found. Within the late advancement stage, this positive 

work climate and co-worker relations provide a sense of pride. Furthermore, these close 

interpersonal relations are even reasons for individuals within the late advancement stage to not 

progress to another ward or to be asked to transfer. This illustrates the strength of these 

relational resources within the engagement experience. Since the previous career stage 

indicated how progression is very important, these career stage participants share relational 

resources as reasons they have not progressed. Similar to the early advancement stage, 

supervisor involvement is not important, nor mentioned, contradicting previous engagement 

research (e.g., Fletcher, 2017; Reio & Sanders-Reio, 2011).  

On the departmental engagement level, the hindrances experienced are organisational 

hindrances in the form of the competencies of colleagues, similarly to the early advancement 

stage. These incapable colleagues are not being able to execute the job as they are supposed to. 

They are even called a liability (P2). This lack of competencies results in a higher work pressure 

experienced by the participants (illustrated in figure 34), as is the case for the early 

advancement research participants.   
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The organisational engagement experience level also acknowledges extra tasks as a resource. 

Nonetheless, within this layer, the extra tasks act as a social factor where participants can widen 

their organisational network as well as involvement and understanding within the organisation, 

outside their own department, similar to what Nguyen et al. (2018) discovered. This 

understanding creates a more positive attitude towards the organisation and an increased 

organisational engagement experience.  

The hindrances on the organisational level for the late advancement stage individual are, similar 

to the early advancement stage, organisational processes, and systems (Fletcher, 2017). 

Examples of organisational processes experienced as hindrances by the late advancement stage 

participants are: hindering changes in policy and endless, time consuming research without 

feedback. Though the nature of the hindrance is the same, the intensity and experience of the 

same hindrance is experienced in a deeper and larger way than with the early advancement 

stage individuals. In other words, the hindrance has progressed into a larger and stronger 

hindrance. This is similar to the progression of work pressure and could also be linked to the 

lack of management engagement reciprocity. Furthermore, this indicates that the longer a 

hindrance is experienced, the more powerful the hindrance becomes and the more it influences 

the engagement experience in a negative way, as seen in the progression of the hindrances in 

the early compared to the late advancement stage.  

To conclude, the late advancement stage individuals have similarities with the hindrances and 

resources experienced within the early advancement stage. However, there is a larger focus on 

the personal life, outside work. This focus takes up more space within the individuals life which 

affects their ability to engage at work. Their work takes a different role within their life. 

Furthermore, the hindrances might be similar, the experience of the hindrances is progressed in 

a more negative influence within the late advancement stage, compared to the early 

advancement stage. Furthermore, the influence of the unequal power relationship between 
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employee and employer is more influential, compared to earlier career stages. These findings 

therefore suggest that the longer a hindrance is experienced, the more powerful and influential 

it becomes. This results in a larger negative impact on the specific layer of engagement and the 

engagement experience in total.  

The following section will discuss the maintenance stage research participant experience of 

engagement.  

9.4 Maintenance career stage 
 

The maintenance stage is the last stage of an individual’s career and within this research it is 

considered to be the last 10 years of their career. The five maintenance stage research 

participants in my research are in their late fifties to early sixties. Research participants within 

the maintenance stage of their career return to focussing on their role as well as relational 

aspects in relation to their role. They appear to withdraw from organisational involvement. 

Furthermore, the lack of management engagement reciprocity over their whole careers has led 

to a cynical stance in relation to organisational systems and processes which negatively impact 

their engagement experience.  

The maintenance stage research participant entered the last stage of their careers. They act 

differently due to that pending end: I do not get worked up anymore (P18). They experience 

engagement towards the job and departmental layers, specifically due to social factors such as 

mentoring. This is in line with career stage research which state that employees within the last 

stage seek involvement and meaning within their roles (Conway, 2004). Similarly, to the two 

advancement stages, they experience organisational hindrances in the form of processes and 

systems which add work pressure and is evoked by the lack of management engagement 

reciprocity. In line with the other career stages, my research shows that this negatively 

progresses throughout the career, the longer this lack of engagement reciprocity is experienced. 
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This concludes in the maintenance stage where the research participants develop a cynical and 

detached attitude towards management and the organisation they work for.  

 

Figure 35: The maintenance career stage engagement experience  

On the job engagement level, the maintenance stage individual solely experiences task 

resources and task hindrances. The task resources are mentoring, an influence which is often 

mentioned within the career’s literature in relation to the maintenance stage (e.g., Clancy et al., 

2007; Conway, 2004; O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005; Super, 1954) but not identified in relation to 

(personal) engagement. For the maintenance stage individual, acting as a (formal or informal) 

mentor, contribute positively to the engagement experience of the maintenance stage individual. 

It provides recognition as well as motivation. Furthermore, the observations showed that the 

maintenance stage individual often acts as an informal leader within the department. In 
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mentoring and being the person to go to for advice, this maintenance stage individual has 

progressed to an informal leader, while on paper, still executing the same job role as the rest of 

the team. As a result, the maintenance individual could perceive this informal leadership role 

as progression within their career, though it is an informal progression.  

Extra tasks are another resource on the job engagement level. Other than with the early and late 

advancement stages, the extra tasks do not only influence the motivation, but it also helps the 

maintenance individual to handle the job as a whole and stay employable. In other words, when 

the employee gets older, the characteristics of the job (e.g. heavy lifting and walking) are more 

staining on the body. If the employee is offered the opportunity to combine these job tasks with 

office work (e.g. a project, working group or conference) it makes the job in total more doable. 

As a consequence, extra tasks for the maintenance individual relates more to i-deals, unique 

conditions of the employment situation, negotiated between the employee and their employer 

(Davis & van der Heijden, 2018). Since these extra tasks help the maintenance individual to 

stay employable. In contrast to enlarging the job experience in relation to the job enlargement 

concept (Donaldson, 1975; Bakker et al., 2012).  

The hindrance on the job engagement level for the maintenance stage is work pressure, similar 

to the previous two career stages: early and late advancement stage. However, in relation to 

those career stages, the negative impact of the experience hindrance from work pressure is 

smaller. Some months can get too much. But we will raise the alarm when that happens. But 

sometimes there is not much you can do. I think that we are quite used to it. (P16). Because 

maintenance stage individuals have experienced this work pressure throughout their career, they 

developed a coping mechanism to deal with that work pressure and it does not have as much of 

an effect on their engagement experience, compared to the previous two career stages. As P18 

said in the beginning: I do not get worked up anymore. 
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On the departmental level, the resources and the hindrances are both relational. Furthermore, 

the relational resources are all linked. The co-worker relations are important to the maintenance 

individual and they in return cause a positive work atmosphere (Davis & van der Heijden, 2018; 

Fletcher, 2017; May et al., 2002). Those co-workers also provide the perceived appreciation 

and recognition which is valued by the maintenance individual. As a result, this acts as a 

resource for the departmental engagement layer. However, this appreciation is not provided by 

the organisation, which other scholars have identified, but by the direct colleagues (Rich et al., 

2010). Furthermore, that perceived appreciation and recognition often manifests within the 

mentoring relation between the maintenance stage individual and their co-workers, as discussed 

on the job engagement level. This appreciation and recognition is especially important within 

this last career stage as also indicated by female career stage models (O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005) 

The relational hindrance is ‘generational differences’. The maintenance stage individual is older 

than their co-workers who are trained differently and of a different generation with different 

habits. For example, smartphone use, training, language and ambitions can differ from their 

own generation and perception. This can cause a hindrance, especially in connecting with other 

individuals, within the department. Furthermore, these differences can cause annoyance due to 

different ways of working, which can result in added work pressure. However, the maintenance 

stage individual also derives mentoring as a resource from the contact with these individuals 

from a different generation. Furthermore, in the conversations and observations it became clear 

that the resources deriving from those mentoring roles is very strong. As a result, the 

generational difference hindrance could be considered a small hindrance. Nonetheless, these 

generational differences were not identified before, in the literature. When taking these 

generational differences into account when managing maintenance stage employees, their 

experience can be better captured as well as managed.  
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The experience within the last layer, organisational engagement, for the maintenance stage 

individual is characterised by limited involvement and withdrawal. As situated in the 

introduction of this section, the maintenance stage individual does not get worked up anymore 

(P18). These individuals focus on the job, mentoring and the social relations within the 

department (O’Neil & & Bilimoria, 2005). The organisational engagement layer only consists 

out of one hindrance, organisational processes, and systems. Maintenance stage individuals 

experience training as a hindrance, while it was experienced as a resource within the first, 

exploratory career stage. The maintenance stage participant has experienced so many training 

sessions along their career, that this becomes a hindrance. Those training sessions, always those 

training sessions. Then I think, here we go again. (…) for the hundreds time (…) I have had so 

many of those [training sessions] in my time…(P15). This similar feeling is shared in regards 

to policy and process changes.  

To sum up, the maintenance stage is the last stage of an individual’s career and the engagement 

experience is mainly built up out of meaningful social relations, often in the form of mentoring. 

These social relations and the mentoring offer appreciation and recognition which positively 

contributes to the engagement experience of the maintenance stage individual. Furthermore, the 

experience of organisational hindrances and the lack of engagement received from the 

management has further progressed in relation to the previous two career stages. Maintenance 

stage individuals have developed a cynical attitude towards management and withdraw from 

organisational and managerial involvement.  

9.5 Conclusion 
My research showed that different career stages have different engagement experience, 

influenced by different resources and hindrances. Within this chapter I have argued that the 

conceptual model of the engagement experience I introduced in chapter eight can be applied to 

different career stages. This application to different career stages showed that the engagement 
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experience is not static throughout a career as previously assumed (e.g., Schaufeli et al., 2001, 

Bakker et al., 2013). The application of the model to different career stages illustrated a different 

engagement experience within all four career stages. Applying this model to employees within 

different career stages has led to an in-depth exploration of the engagement experience as well 

as different hindrances and resources which give insight into what influences the engagement 

experience within different career stages. Furthermore, it suggests that managing the whole 

workforces engagement experience with one strategy will lead to inefficient management 

action.  

My research shows that besides being an important influence on the engagement experience, 

the influence of the lack of management engagement reciprocity progresses over time. This 

leads to a progressing negative attitude towards organisational systems and processes as well 

as management which negatively influences the engagement experience as a whole. 

Furthermore, the unequal power relationship characterised by unaligned interests, between 

employer and employee affects the engagement experience during the whole career, yet in 

different ways. For example, within the exploratory stage, the research participants feel that 

they have to show engagement due to fixed term contracts and the hope for a permanent 

contract. The organisation has the upper hand and power within that relation. Furthermore, later 

on employees feel that they are not listened to, replaceable and not valued. This is also a result 

of this unequal power relationship, often combined with the lack of management engagement 

reciprocity.  

These findings within the different career stages are comparable because employees within the 

later career stages have not progressed into more senior and high paying roles. All the 

participants within this research have the same job role and the findings can therefore be 

compared. Furthermore, it provides insight into these specific types of careers which have 

limited progression options and where employees execute the same job role, their whole 
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careers. In contrast to the general assumption of vertical progressing career by promotion within 

traditional careers theory. Furthermore, my research shows that though all the participants have 

the same job role, they do evolve through different career stages with different engagement 

experiences influenced by different resources and hindrances.  

In the next chapter, I will provide the conclusions of this thesis. I will discuss the main 

contributions as well as limitations. Furthermore, theoretical and practical implications will be 

explained. 
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Chapter 10: Conclusion 

The research in this thesis critically explored the individual engagement experience in a 

healthcare setting and what influences this experience on an individual level. To answer the 

research questions, a qualitative, exploratory case study within a hospital in the Netherlands 

was undertaken. This case included thirty in-depth interviews with nurses and four weeks of 

observations. These findings were supported by organisational document analysis. My research 

aimed to make a contribution to personal engagement theory by adopting a critical stance which 

includes the notion of power in exploring personal engagement theory. Furthermore, in 

undertaking in-depth exploratory research, I advance our understanding of the different 

engagement experience individuals have according to the different stages of their careers. This 

advances both engagement theory and practice. Theoretically, my main contribution is two-

fold. First, through using personal engagement theory in exploring the individual engagement 

experience, the qualitative and fluctuating state of engagement was captured and visualised 

within a new, context adaptable, conceptual model. Within this conceptual model I visualise 

and break down the engagement experience while preserving its theoretical complexity. 

Second, this conceptual model was used to explore the engagement experience at different 

career stages to identify different experiences and influences within different stages of an 

individuals’ career.  

My critical review of the literature identified a dependence on quantitative static measures 

within the engagement literature stream. Though work engagement theory counts for the 

majority of engagement research, it has little resemblance to the original foundation of 

engagement theory: personal engagement (Bailey et al., 2017; Kahn, 1990). Personal 

engagement conceptualises engagement as a complex, contextual, qualitative state which 

experiences ‘ebbs and flows’ throughout the experience (Fletcher, 2017). Whereas work 

engagement simplifies the work experience with static quantitative scales (Bailey et al., 2017; 
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Guest, 2014). Furthermore, the literature established the importance and relevance of context 

within engagement research, though often not incorporated (Fletcher et al., 2020). 

The assumption that the engagement experience is a static experience is challenged by my 

research since the findings identified a different engagement experience within different career 

stages. While the personal engagement literature recognises fluctuations within the personal 

engagement experience, this fluctuating character of the engagement experience had not been 

examined in relation to the different stages of an individual’s career. Instead, the engagement 

literature assumes a static engagement experience, throughout an employee’s career. In filling 

this gap of exploring personal engagement’s fluctuating character, I incorporated careers theory 

(Super, 1957;1980). In exploring careers theory, I challenge this view of the personal 

engagement literature and identified different engagement experiences as well as different 

influences on this engagement experience within different stages of an individual’s career.  

Based on my analysis, I created a new conceptual model of the individual engagement 

experience (figure 36). This model illustrates the individual engagement experience within 

three layers (job; departmental, and organisational), influenced by different resources and 

hindrances. I found that individuals experience engagement within three levels. By creating a 

conceptual model of the individual engagement experience, I advanced the personal 

engagement theory in breaking down and visualising the engagement experience, without 

losing its complex or fluctuating character.  
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Figure 36: Model of the individual engagement experience. 

This research aimed to answer three research questions. First: how does an individual 

experience engagement at work? Within my research I found that individuals experience 

engagement at work within three main layers: job engagement; departmental engagement, and 

organisational engagement. These three layers are separate, an individual can experience 

engagement to all, some or none, but together they make up the total engagement experience 

of the individual.  

These layers of engagement are influenced by different resources and hindrances. There are 

four types of resources and hindrances: task; personal; relational, and organisational. Which of 

these resources or hindrances apply, depends on the individual and the context. 
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My conceptual model of the individual engagement experience (figure 36) visualises this 

experience.  

Second: what factors influence the experience of engagement at work, for an individual? There 

are different factors which influence the experience of engagement at work. Besides the 

different resources and hindrances (task, personal, relational and organisational) which depend 

on career stage and individual experience, there are two influences which always impact the 

individual engagement experience.  

 

The first influence is power. In this research I found that the unequal power relationship 

between employer and employee severely affects the engagement experience. Furthermore, the 

employer and employee have different interests and goals. The unalignment of these goals and 

interest in relation to the unequal power relationship negatively affects the engagement of the 

individual.  

The second influence is management engagement reciprocity, in other words, the need 

employees experience to receive engagement from the management of the organisation they 

work for. My research found that when employees do not feel they receive engagement from 

the management, this severely affects their engagement experience in a negative way. 

Furthermore, it affects different hindrances and resources experienced.  
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Third: how does a career stage influence the individual engagement experience at work? My 

research found that different individuals at different career stages have different engagement 

experiences. Where the first, exploratory career stage (0-3 years of experience) is mainly 

focussed around mastering tasks and building relational resources, the early advancement stage 

(3-12 years of experience) is more focussed on personal development and organisational 

involvement. Within the late advancement stage (12-34 years of experience), the personal 

hindrances play a more important role as well as a growing negative effect of the unequal power 

relationship and the lack of management engagement reciprocity. The maintenance stage (last 

10 years of career) focusses on mentoring and goes back to the basis of focussing on task and 

relational related aspects of the engagement process.  

 

Most importantly, my research established a different engagement experience per career stage. 

As a result, the engagement experience and the influences on this experience have to be 

assessed, per career stage. A resource for one career stage, for example training, can form a 

hindrance for another career stage. To explore these different experiences and influences within 

different career stages, the engagement experience should be managed more effectively.  

These findings have both theoretical and practical implications, which are discussed in the 

following section. Furthermore, the limitations and recommendations for further research are 

shared within this chapter.  

10.1 Theoretical implications 
 

The thesis critically explored the individual engagement experience. The theoretical 

contribution of my thesis is two-fold: first, I develop the theory of personal engagement. 

Through exploring the actual engagement experience of individuals and incorporating a critical 

stance which includes the notion of power, I developed a new conceptual model visualising the 

individual engagement experience. This contribution is broken down into the separate attributes 
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complementary to the personal engagement theory which my findings indicated. The second 

contribution is to advance our understanding of the different engagement experience individuals 

have according to the different stages of their careers. This case study method aspired to make 

a complementary contribution to extend the existing personal engagement theory (Ridder et al., 

2012). 

10.1.1 Developing personal engagement theory  
 

The first main theoretical contribution is the development of personal engagement theory 

(Fletcher, 2017; Fletcher et al., 2020; Kahn, 1990). Though personal engagement theory is the 

basis of the popular stream of research on engagement at work, there are only few scholars who 

have adopted this original conceptualisation of engagement (Bailey et al., 2017; Fletcher et al., 

2020). As a result, this theory has not been developed nor qualitatively explored since its 

introduction in 1990. Personal engagement theory has focussed on finding influences on the 

engagement experience but has not yet been able to grasp how this engagement experience is 

perceived by individual employees. This model uses the basis of engagement through the 

personal engagement conceptualisation and in-depth qualitative research to illustrate the actual 

engagement perception. I incorporated power within the theory of engagement and found that 

power is a significant part of the engagement experience and by integration this within the 

personal engagement theory, a more complete and accurate execution can take place. 

Furthermore, I identified the three levels of engagement: job; departmental, and organisational. 

These three levels are influenced by hindrances and resources. Additionally, the idea of 

engagement reciprocity influences the whole engagement experience. 

I developed this personal engagement theory within four areas: power, three levels of 

engagement, hindrances and resources and reciprocity of engagement. These four areas are 

conceptualised within the new developed conceptual model of the individual engagement 
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experience (figure 36). The theoretical contributions made within these four areas as well as the 

new developed conceptual model will be discussed within this section.  

Power  

Within this thesis, I incorporated the critical, structured antagonistic view (Arrowsmith & 

Parker, 2013; Edwards, 1986). In acknowledging and observing this unequal power relationship 

between employer and employee, my findings establish that this influences the individual 

personal engagement experience of the employee. The employee and the organisation depend 

on each other, but have conflicting goals as well as an unequal power relationship. The 

employees feel that the employer has the upper hand. The employer has the final call when it 

comes to investments, reorganisations, lay-offs and contract renewals. Employees experience 

no power as well as influence or voice within those organisational decisions and those 

sentiments influence the engagement experience of the employee. As a result, my findings 

establish that power has an important impact on the engagement experience and impacts several 

hindrances within the engagement experience. My findings thus highlight that the unequal 

power relationship between employee and employer should be considered when researching 

personal engagement.  

As a result of acknowledging the unequal power relationship, the individual experience of 

personal engagement will be better explained because this unequal relationship is a critical part 

of an employee’s personal experience. A pluralist approach such as structured antagonism leads 

to a more complex and dynamic pursuit of the engagement experience (Arrowsmith & Parker, 

2013). While its outcomes are uncertain, it aims to explore a better and complete understanding 

of the engagement experience. 

Personal engagement theory had so far ignored the role of power in the individual engagement 

experience. This could be due to the limited amount of research on personal engagement or the 

psychological, managerial or unitarist view which the majority of the engagement research 
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adopts (Bailey et al., 2017; Delbridge & Keenoy, 2010). By adopting structured antagonism, I 

acknowledged that there is a mutual dependency between organisation and employee but that 

this relation is characterised by conflicting goals and interests as well as being based on an 

unequal power relationship (Arrowsmith & Parker, 2013; Edwards, 1986). In acknowledging 

this unequal power relationship, as opposed to assuming aligned goals and interest and power 

not having an effect, a more complete engagement experience can be drawn up. Furthermore, 

this research established the influence of power on the engagement experience, which has not 

been signalled before. As a result, I therefore argued including power within personal 

engagement theory which results into a more complete concept of personal engagement. 

My research showed that ignoring the unequal power relationship between employer and 

employee  could lead to an incomplete and inaccurate view of the engagement experience. A 

view that lacks external influences which impact the experience of an employee and ignores 

power within the engagement experience as a whole. As a result, this could inaccurately 

influence the personal engagement theory stream. In practice, not acknowledging these aspects 

could lead to inefficient or misplacement of management efforts and resources. 

Three layers of personal engagement 

I found that engagement is a multi-layered concept which individuals experience within three 

layers: job engagement; departmental engagement, and organisational engagement. Together, 

these three layers make up the individual engagement experience. By identifying this multi-

layered categorisation of engagement, I offer a more structured overview of  the complex 

engagement experience. By gaining insight into how individuals experience engagement as 

well as breaking down the complex engagement experience, I advance personal engagement 

theory. In doing so, I provide a visual image and a break down as to how to approach personal 

engagement. As a result, the concept of personal engagement will be clearer which makes the 

concept more governable for both academic research and practitioners.  
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The first layer, job engagement, entails the engagement experienced towards an individual’s 

job description and their daily tasks. Departmental engagement involves the engagement 

experienced towards the department that they work in and their colleagues who work within 

this department. Finally, organisational engagement is the engagement an individual 

experiences towards the organisation they work for. These levels are perceived as separate 

components, as a result, an individual can for example, experience engagement toward the job 

and the department, but not towards the organisation. Furthermore, as a result of the multi-

layered character of this engagement experience and the different aspects within the layers, the 

engagement experience within the layers differs. Whereas the job engagement experience is a 

daily experience and task oriented, the departmental engagement is more relational focussed. 

The organisational engagement experience is not something the employee is confronted with 

on a daily basis hence feels further away.   

Personal engagement is a complex theory, which is hard to define (Bailey et al., 2017). Personal 

engagement theory incorporates a whole, qualitative, fluctuating, work experience (Fletcher, 

2017; Kahn, 1990). When dividing this complex experience within three different levels, it will 

create more clarity as well as direction into where engagement is experienced and where it is 

not. Additionally, my findings show that these three levels are how individuals perceive their 

own engagement experience. Furthermore, most engagement research is based on the premises 

that employees are not engaged and works on how to achieve engagement (e.g., Gallup, 2017; 

Guest, 2014; Schaufeli et al., 2001). While this research indicates that research participants do 

feel engaged, however, perhaps not in the way traditional and static engagement research 

expects of them.  

Job, departmental and organisational engagement contribute to the personal engagement theory 

since it makes the theory less dense and easier to visualise. As a result, the engagement 

experience can be broken down which offers a better insight into how engagement is 
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experienced. Furthermore, by dividing the total engagement experience within those three 

levels, this highlights where engagement is experienced and where it may not. Additionally, 

these three levels indicate that it might be that most employees feel engagement, however, it 

may not be in the traditional sense that engagement research expects.  

Hindrances and resources 

Influences shape the engagement experience (Bailey et al., 2017). However, previous research 

and this thesis identified many influences (e.g., Davis & van der Heijden, 2018; Reio and 

Sanders-Reio, 2011) and the research indicates that they do not have to apply to all career stages 

and contexts. By incorporating the concept of hindrances and resources to personal engagement 

theory the large number of influences identified within engagement research can be categorised 

and identified, wherever appropriate.  

Within the three layers of engagement (job, departmental and organisational) my research 

shows that different resources and hindrances influence the experience of these three layers. 

There are four different categories of resources and hindrances: task; relational; organisational, 

and personal. By incorporating these different categories, all the different positive and negative 

influences identified within previous engagement research can apply within the individual 

engagement experience, though do not have to. As a result, none of the hindrances and resources 

are restricted or limited, but also do not apply to all career stages. Furthermore, this 

categorisation of resources and hindrances offers a more structured overview of the many 

influences on engagement which have been identified within the literature. 

Researching influences of engagement is crucial because they tell us more about the 

development of the construct and how personal engagement works (Bailey et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, identifying influences of personal engagement deepens the theory of personal 

engagement in the sense that these influences illustrate the context and dynamics of personal 
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engagement. Additionally, researching influences of personal engagement enables practical 

implications in reaching employees who are personally engaged. 

With incorporating the idea of hindrances and resources (Fletcher, 2017) I confirm the 

applicability of this concept within personal engagement theory. Resources are aspects of an 

individual engagement experience which have a positive contribution to their engagement 

experience. In other words, resources are needed for engagement. Hindrances are aspects of an 

individual engagement experience which have a negative effect on the engagement experience. 

In other words, hindrances are barriers, to engagement.  

I found that different resources and hindrances can have a different effect on different 

experiences. For example, Fletcher (2017) identified work pressure as a resource, a positive 

resource contribution to engagement. While within this thesis, work pressure clearly acted as a 

hindrance to engagement. Resources and hindrances can have an effect on different levels of 

engagement (job, departmental and organisational). These resources and hindrances can be 

linked, also between levels of engagement.  

These hindrances and resources are not a quantitative sum. In other words, two resources 

against one hindrance does not automatically makes someone engaged. One hindrance can be 

so high, that it overrides the two resources. This can also be the other way around. One resource 

can be so strong that it overlaps three hindrances.  

The research within this thesis established the importance of relational resources. Within this 

research those relational resources are very important and influential and mainly responsible 

for the strong departmental engagement experience. Those relational resources provide safety, 

meaningfulness and a feeling of togetherness which positively impacts engagement. I also 

found that organisational hindrances are the main influencer on the organisational engagement 

level and account for the lack of engagement experienced within that organisational 
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engagement layer. Especially organisational processes and systems which have been put in 

place without employee consideration form a strong hindrance which in return impacts other 

hindrances such as work pressure.  

By conceptualising the different influences on the engagement experience by resources and 

hindrances, I illustrate their significance within the development of personal engagement 

theory. Influences on engagement shape the engagement experience and by adopting this 

categorisation, the complexity of personal engagement is preserved. Furthermore, this 

categorisation offers an adaptable framework in where the different influences can be mapped 

and visualised.   

Reciprocity of engagement  

As an advancement on personal engagement theory, reciprocity of engagement has to be 

incorporated within the personal engagement theory. I identified the importance of receiving 

engagement from the management of the organisation individuals work for, in order to 

experience personal engagement. My research indicated that reciprocity within engagement is 

a central aspect of the individual engagement experience. When engagement is not received, 

this negatively affects the engagement experience of the individual. 

My research shows that when management shows engagement through being visible and 

approachable and by incorporating the employees with organisational processes, the employees 

feel important, valued and seen. As a result, this has a positive effect on the individual 

engagement experience. However, when employees feel that management engagement is not 

reciprocated, they feel unimportant, listened to or taken seriously. As a result of the lack of 

employee involvement in policy, change or processes and an unapproachable and invisible 

management, a negative impact on the individual engagement experiences arises which can 

result in hindrances such as work pressure.  
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Incorporating factors outside the individual within personal engagement theory is key because 

my research showed the impact of those external influences on the individual engagement 

experience. Where most engagement research keeps an internal view, incorporates only factors 

from within the individual and focusses on desired rather than actual behaviour, these external 

influences are discredited and ignored (e.g., Guest, 2014; Purcell, 2014). By ignoring those 

influences, further insights into the engagement experience will be hindered or incomplete.  

By incorporating the idea of reciprocity (e.g., Alfes et al., 2013; Davis & van der Heijden, 2018) 

my thesis links this concept to personal engagement theory and establishes its importance 

within the individual engagement experience.  

Conceptual model  

To be able to capture the individual engagement experience, I developed a conceptual model 

which captures engagements’ complexity though offering a framework in which this 

complexity can be captured. The critical literature review argued the importance of context 

within engagement research. However, all the researched influences on engagement, even 

within personal engagement research, are not context specific. This is the first conceptual model 

within personal engagement theory which adopts this flexible and context specific character as 

well as capturing the complexity of the engagement experience.  

This new conceptual model of the individual engagement experience (displayed in figure 36) 

offers a structure in which the individual engagement experience can be explored. Different 

hindrances and resources within different categories (task, personal, relational and 

organisational) can apply to different employees within different contexts. By offering a 

structural overview of the engagement experience as well as the flexibility within the proposed 

influences, a more actual and detailed image of the engagement experience can be drawn. 
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This model does not aspire to ‘measure’ engagement or to indicate if and how much an 

individual is engaged. The findings actually indicate that all research participants found that 

they were engaged, just not towards all levels. This model illustrates this complex engagement 

experience and investigate how this experience is influenced on different levels. 

With the conceptual model the individual engagement experience is mapped. It also illustrates 

how the experience can be different, for different individuals, even for the same individual, at 

different times (Fletcher, 2017). Nonetheless, it attempts to visualise the complexity of the 

individual engagement experience, from the viewpoint of the individual. This model 

acknowledges the complexity of the engagement experience as well as the different factors 

which influence this experience. The engagement experience is not a static and simple 

experience but a complex one which recognises many interconnected influences and aspects.  

This model contributes to personal engagement theory since it adopted the original theory and 

advanced it with attributes founded and adopted through this research (Fletcher, 2017; Kahn, 

1990). This model contributes to the personal engagement theory by visualising the complexity 

of personal engagement and its individual experience. Personal engagement scholars have 

focussed on finding influences on the engagement experience but has not yet been able to grasp 

how this engagement experience is perceived by individual employees. This model uses the 

basis of engagement through the personal engagement conceptualisation and in-depth 

qualitative research to illustrate the actual engagement perception.  

Engagement research in the healthcare sector  

The majority of the research regarding engagement in the healthcare sector is practitioner based 

with secondary data sources. This hinders theory development for engagement within the 

healthcare sector (Sasso et al., 2019). Furthermore, the literature review revealed a focus on 

disengagement (burnout) research within the healthcare sector and nursing journals (e.g., Bailey 

et al., 2015). My research indicates the presence of engagement within the work experience of 
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nurses. It provides a theoretical base to better understand the engagement experience of nurses 

and to build on this in future research.  

Rather than focussing on disengagement and burnout the thesis has explored the engagement 

experience of nurses. In doing so, I have conceptualised their experience which shows where 

the nurses experience engagement and where they do not. I have also identified which 

influences act as hindrances and resources within this experience. In doing so, I have established 

that engagement is experienced within a healthcare context, but not as (work) engagement 

theory has traditionally expected. I have therefore shown that by focusing on engagement, 

rather than on disengagement, the engagement experience of nurses can be better analysed as 

well as theorised.  

10.1.2 Different engagement experience per career stage 
 

My research challenges the general assumption in engagement research that the engagement 

experience is a static and stable experience. By incorporating career stages and exploring the 

different engagement experience per career stage, I show that the engagement experience is 

different per career stage. Additionally, this thesis found that employees at different stages of 

their career are influenced by different resources and hindrances when experiencing 

engagement. While personal engagement recognises ‘ebbs and flows’ within the personal 

engagement experience, this fluctuating character was not explored within different stages of 

an individual’s career (Fletcher, 2017; Fletcher et al., 2018a; Kahn, 1990).  

Besides establishing different experiences within different career stages, this research also 

identified different resources and hindrances within different career stages. This thesis found 

that the engagement experience of individuals within the early (exploratory) stage of their 

career mainly consists out of development within their job role and establishing peer contacts 

and acceptance within the departmental level. The relational resources experienced mainly 
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focus on creating a feeling of support and safety. There is very little to no involvement with the 

organisation since all the working time is spent on mastering the job tasks within their role 

description.  

Within the early advancement stage of an individual’s career, there is a large focus on career 

and personal development. Furthermore, there is organisational involvement, which can act as 

a resource but also leads to the absence of management engagement reciprocity experienced. 

This absence of management engagement reciprocity progresses within the late advancement 

stage where this absence develops to a stronger feeling of absence and resentment which has a 

larger impact on the engagement experience compared to the early advancement stage. 

Furthermore, within the late advancement stage, the personal home life of the individual has a 

larger effect on the engagement experience at work.  

Within the last, maintenance career stage, the individual’s largest resource is mentoring 

colleagues. Compared to the late advancement stage, the absence of reciprocity of engagement 

progressed to a cynical response which leads to a withdrawal on the organisational engagement 

level. The maintenance individual goes back to the main job and the relational aspects within 

the department and exits the involvement and engagement on an organisational level.  

When investigating the findings within this research, the relational resources become more and 

more important when moving through the career stages, as the focus shifts from task related 

aspects to more relational related aspects as resources to engagement. Furthermore, my research 

shows that the negative influence of the lack of management engagement reciprocity progresses 

over a career. This leads to an ever-progressing negative attitude towards management which 

negatively influences the engagement experience. Furthermore, the unequal power relationship 

characterised by unaligned interests, between employer and employee affects the engagement 

experience during the whole career, yet in different ways. For example, within the exploratory 

stage, the research participants feel that they have to show engagement due to fixed term 
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contracts and the hope for a permanent contract. The organisation has the upper hand and power 

within that relationship. Furthermore, later on employees feel that they are not listened to, 

replaceable and not valued. This is also a result of this unequal power relationship, often 

combined with the ever-progressing effect of the lack of management engagement reciprocity.  

Apart from different personal engagement theory aspects, this research has also contributed to 

the career stages theory. The research consisted of a sample of participants who were all at 

different stages of their careers, but were performing the same job role. This kind of non-linear 

career is different from careers within traditional careers research, which assumes horizonal 

progression within the career (Super, 1980). Therefore, this research also contributes to career 

theory by indicating that though an individual might not progress in terms of promotion, they 

do progress through the different career stages. This can also be seen by informal leadership 

roles for example, which the older male nurse took, who on paper had the same job title as the 

others in the team.  

To conclude, besides advancing and deepening personal engagement theory, as described in 

section 10.2.1, this section has established that this thesis also broadens personal engagement 

theory by establishing the significance of different personal engagement experiences at 

different stages of an individual’s career. This different experience is applied to the fluctuating 

nature of personal engagement theory, which can now also be applied to different career stages.  

10.2 Practical implications 
 

This research offers multiple implications for practice. To organise these practical implications, 

I have divided them into categories according to types of profession. I will start with the 

implications for HR practitioners, followed by the implications for line managers. I conclude 

with the practical implications for employees.  
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Within this thesis I offer a practical conceptual model which HR professionals can use to 

identify the personal engagement experience of their employees. Within this multi-layered 

engagement model I indicate that the engagement experience can be divided into three layers: 

job, departmental and organisational engagement as well as that the engagement experience 

within these layers differs. As a result of the job and departmental engagement experience being 

something which the employee is confronted with and works in on a daily basis, this 

engagement experience feels more natural and has a larger impact on the overall engagement 

experience. As a result, the organisational engagement experience is more difficult to manage 

and improve because this is not something which most employees work with on a daily basis. 

Nonetheless, because of this, it has a smaller impact on the total engagement experience. 

Furthermore, the model indicates different resources and hindrances (task; personal; relational, 

and organisational) which could negatively or positively affect the engagement experience of 

their employees. By having this blueprint, the complex engagement experience is visualised 

which makes it more assessable to practitioners yet does not simplify how an individual 

experiences engagement or how this can be influenced. The conceptual model can function as 

a tool that that offers structured and in-depth insight into how employees experience 

engagement and where management efforts can benefit the engagement experience.  

Within this research I advocated the bottom-up approach in exploring the engagement 

experience. I showed that by investigating the engagement experience from the employee’s 

perspective, a detailed conceptualisation of the actual engagement experience can be drawn. 

This visualisation focusses on actual experiences, rather than desired behaviour. Nonetheless, 

the outcomes arising from the application of this model can have top-down practical 

implications. The model could indicate how the employee experiences engagement and which 

resources and hindrances influence this experience. For managers, this highlights what an 

employee needs and where the manager needs to focus on to realising engaged employees. 
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Furthermore, this research has established the need for employees to receive engagement as 

well as to provide engagement. When there is no reciprocity of engagement, this negatively 

influences the engagement experience. Engagement provided to the employees, from the 

management of an organisation is key within the establishment of engagement within the 

workforce. Especially regarding the recent COVID 19 pandemic, the reciprocity of 

management within the healthcare sector is more important than ever. This pandemic 

highlighted the importance of the ‘key workers’ within the healthcare sector. To keep those 

employees within the healthcare sector and to attract more of these ‘key workers’ reciprocity 

of engagement is key. This was already seen by initiatives such as ‘clapping for key-workers’ 

in the UK and a one-time applause for nurses in the Netherlands. However, this research also 

showed that within the organisation, it is key for employees to receive this engagement from 

management.  

Additionally, this research found that unequal power relationships as well as different interests 

between employer and employee affect the engagement experience. When practitioners 

investigate engagement within their organisation, it is important to be aware of these aspects 

and manage them accordingly. By ignoring the effect of power on engagement, an important 

aspect of the individual engagement experience is lost which leads to an incomplete view of the 

experience. 

Work pressure was one of the most important and influential hindrances identified within the 

findings, in most career stages. When looking in-depth to where this work pressure hindrance 

stems from, the origin seems to relate to the lack of management engagement reciprocity. 

Because the employees do not feel listened to or incorporated within policy development, these 

policies will become a hindrance which adds to the experienced work pressure. Furthermore, 

the employees do not feel heard or appreciated within busy periods. Because of the lack of 

acknowledgement of the management in those situations, those situations are perceived as 
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heavier which leads to an increase in experienced work pressure. By acknowledging employees 

within their complaints and comments and incorporating them within policy and change, work 

pressure can be positively impacted.   

For line managers especially, this research has emphasised the importance and significance of 

different relational resources within the engagement experience. These relational resources are 

strong, influential and provide a great source of engagement for all career stages. Within the 

findings, I identified characteristics of an engaging team. These characteristics are a loyal team, 

flexible and independent. Furthermore, the findings highlighted the importance of good 

personal relations and shared personal interest beyond the work environment in creating a close, 

tight and engaging team. Therefore, investing in close personal relations by, for example, 

creating social events outside work, can result in an engaging team which acts as a large 

resource towards the individual engagement experience.  

This research found different factors influencing engagement within different career stages. 

When an individual experiences different factors, these factors should be managed differently 

per career stage to optimise the engagement experience. For line managers this implies that they 

should take the career stage into consideration when managing a team. For HR professionals, 

this could indicate that it would be beneficial to create a HR policy which acknowledges these 

different experiences within different career stages. While this research focussed the 

development on the new conceptual model which can be customisable depending on context, 

employee and organisation, the findings did offer specific hindrances and resources which can 

be usable for practitioners in managing individuals within specific career stages.  

First, maintenance stage individuals experience training sessions as a hindrance whereas 

individuals early in their careers do value those training sessions and see them as a resource. 

Therefore, when managing training within an organisation, it would be good to customise these 

training sessions according to the needs of the different career stages. To simply train and offer 
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the same sessions to all employees can form a hindrance for maintenance stage employees and 

exploratory stage employees might have a need for more training.  

Second, extra tasks outside a standard job description (such as additional projects, working 

groups and events) can act as a valuable resource towards job and organisational engagement. 

Within the job engagement layer, they can act as a differentiation within an otherwise standard 

job description. This differentiation, especially within linear, non-promotional careers, can 

provide motivation and engagement. Within the organisational engagement line, these extra 

tasks can provide organisational involvement which can create a stronger engagement 

relationship with the organisation. These implications of extra tasks outside the standard job 

description specifically positively influence employees within the later career stages.  

Third, though the research participants within this research entered a linear, non-promotional 

career as a nurse, they still valued the idea of progress within a career. Especially within the 

early career stages: exploratory and early advancement, the importance of progression was 

identified. HR Managers could, though managing a linear career, offer other possibilities for 

progression within this career. Through training, informal roles, extra tasks or vertical 

progression (e.g., transfer to different department) this resources can still be utilised and have 

a positive effect on the engagement experience of especially exploratory and early advancement 

career stage employees.  

Besides informal and subjective progression in a career, the HR professionals could also follow 

the English NHS example where they have created career progression possibilities for nurses 

(NHS, 2021). Within the nursing career the NHS created different ‘levels’ and job titles to 

where a nurse can progress to on the ward. For example, a nurse could specialise in a specific 

clinical illness (cancer, lung or elderly care) or could progress into a smaller leadership role in 

managing younger nurses. Furthermore, these progressions could also be made into field clinics 

or nursing education. In creating the possibility to achieve a promotion or to progress within a 
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career and achieve a (higher ranking) job title, objective promotion possibilities are created 

(O’Neil et al., 2004). This could positively affect the engagement experience since career 

progression was identified as important within the engagement experience of early career 

nurses. 

Fourth, my research has shown that relational resources can provide a large resource in order 

to create engagement, specifically departmental engagement. These relational resources can be 

so strong that they make people switch jobs as well as being the core reason that individuals 

stay within jobs.  

The review of the literature on engagement within the healthcare sector illustrated a focus on 

disengagement (burnout) rather than engagement. With this research, I have illustrated that 

employees do experience engagement. Nonetheless, they experience different hindrances 

within this engagement experience. To focus just on disengagement and burnout, the positive 

aspects of the engagement experience are limited and can therefore not be managed. When 

exploring or improving engagement in practice, within the healthcare sector, this research has 

indicated that engagement instead of disengagement should be the starting point. Furthermore, 

it illustrated that there is engagement present, however, it might not be experienced as previous 

(top-down) research expected.  

Additionally, to better understand the engagement behaviour of different groups of employees, 

it is useful to look at their career stage. This research has showed that different career stages 

have a different engagement experience. Therefore, when exploring or improving engagement 

in practice, it is useful to differentiate by career stage as different experiences and influences 

will appear which offer a deeper and more useful insight into improving and fostering 

engagement in practice.  
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For employees, the largest practical implication is the notion that the engagement experience 

differs per career stage. To stay employable and to have the optimal engagement experience, 

employees could highlight this phenomenon to their line managers to take ownership of their 

own work and engagement experience. Furthermore, in the mid-career, the balance between 

work and home life becomes more influential. Acknowledging and accepting this could have a 

positive effect on the engagement experience. By being aware of this clash and addressing this 

with line managers, this perceived hindrance can be effectively addressed to build a stronger 

foundation for engagement.  

To conclude, this research offers multiple practical implications for HR professionals, line 

managers and employees. When strategizing, managing or experiencing engagement, this 

research offers a model which can be used as well as highlights different influences which have 

either a positive or negative effect on the engagement experience, within different career stages.  

10.3 Limitations 
 

This research was carried out as a case study investigation to gain exploratory and in-depth 

insights into the experience of engagement (Ridder et al., 2012). While my aim was not to 

generalise and incorporate the idea of a fluctuating experience of engagement, my research 

approach does limit the generalisability of the findings because they were based on a limited 

sample, within a specific context. The model however, would be applicable for large (semi) 

public organisations, in the healthcare sector.  

Individuals who want to make the world a better place are attracted to public sector and 

therefore the healthcare sector (Bakker, 2015). As a result, the approach taken by HRM 

professionals when facilitating engagement might be different within the public, compared to 

the private sector context (Fletcher et al., 2020). Therefore, engagement in the (semi) public 

sector differs from engagement in the public sector, especially regarding motivational 
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implications (Fletcher et al., 2020). These motivational implications might affect their 

engagement experience.  

Furthermore, the research was carried out before the COVID 19 pandemic. This pandemic has 

had a large impact on the healthcare sector and therefore the outcomes of this research might 

be different, when carried out during or after the pandemic. News outlets for example, kept 

sharing news of the rising work pressure of nurses during the pandemic (e.g., Dupuy, 2021). 

While my research illustrated the importance and influence of work pressure as a hindrance, 

this could have been increased. This increase could have led to more hindrances and less 

engagement on the job level, for example. Nonetheless, others mention that due to the pandemic 

and the focus on ‘meaningful’ work, the nursing degrees have been gaining in popularity (e.g., 

Hofman, 2020). This illustrates that due to the pandemic, the importance and significance of 

nurses has been highlighted and appreciated more. This could have affected their engagement 

experience as well, perhaps even the management engagement reciprocity, if this appreciation 

also derived from inside the organisation.  

Conceptually, engagement is a very complex concept and even within the scholarly literature 

there is no agreement on a unified definition (e.g., Bailey et al., 2017; Purcell, 2014). This 

complexity can also affect the understanding of the research participant on engagement when 

asked questions regarding this concept. Though a working definition was used and shared 

within all the interviews, this might have affected their answers.  

10.4 Recommendations for further research 
As I point out in the introduction to this chapter, my research contributes to the underdeveloped 

theory of personal engagement. I advance the field of personal engagement with a new 

conceptual model which captures the full experience without losing its important complexity. 

Additionally, I add two concepts of importance to the field of personal engagement namely: 

power and management engagement reciprocity. Furthermore, I challenge the norm within 
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engagement research by identifying different engagement experiences within different career 

stages. As a result of these two contributions, the implications for further research follow these 

lines. The first section focusses on further explorations of the personal engagement stream. The 

second route is focussed on career stages within engagement research.   

This thesis enforced the importance of context within engagement research. It therefore would 

be beneficial to test the model within a different context, country or type/size organisation. This 

could shine light on the differences or similarities within the engagement experience in different 

contexts. Furthermore, it would be beneficial to establish a trend into different resources and 

hindrances, which might be related to context, as suggested by Fletcher et al. (2020).  

The idea of structured antagonism and the influence of power within engagement research has 

been established within this thesis. Though it was incorporated within this research, it was not 

the main aim of the research. Furthermore, it was the first piece of research within the stream 

of personal engagement theory which incorporated this idea of power within the engagement 

experience. Therefore, personal engagement theory would benefit from more investigation on 

the role of power within personal engagement theory. Furthermore, to obtain a complete view 

of the role of power within the engagement experience, it might be interesting to look at the 

other side of this unequal power relationship: the management. In exploring the perception of 

management and their role within the unequal power relationship between organisation and 

employee, new insights can be provided within personal engagement theory.  

Social exchange theory and reciprocity of engagement have been ideas linked to engagement 

however, they have not been linked to personal engagement before. This research and the model 

indicated a large role for reciprocity of engagement within the personal engagement theory. 

Personal engagement theory would therefore benefit from more empirical investigation. In for 

example organisations where engagement towards the organisation is high, compared to low 

within this research.  
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Furthermore, due to the fluctuating nature of personal engagement, it would be interesting to 

explore the model and the outcomes of the model, on healthcare samples during or after the 

COVID 19 pandemic.  

In relation to the second contribution, career stages within engagement research, it would be 

interesting to investigate the different career stage influences further. This research had an 

exploratory character which establishes the different engagement experiences at different career 

stages. Nonetheless, to be able to identify patterns within career stages, for example, 

reoccurring hindrances or resources within different career stages, more and large-scale 

personal engagement research could be beneficial.  

Furthermore, for further research, other type of careers could be explored. My research focussed 

on careers which are linear, in other words, employees carried the same job role for their whole 

working lives. When exploring engagement and career stages within other types of careers, this 

could broaden our knowledge on the effect of careers on the engagement experience as well as 

progress the field of career stages.  
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Appendices 

A1 Ethical forms 

A1.1 Organisational participation from in Dutch 
TOESTEMMING ORGANISATIE 

 
Titel van onderzoeksproject: Hoe creëer je engagement door middel van internal branding. 
 
Korte omschrijving van het onderzoek en wat uw medewerking inhoud: 
 
Dit onderzoek houdt zich bezig met medewerker engagement met de organisatie 
waarvoor zij werken. Dit proces of engagement zal worden onderzocht en geïdentificeerd. 
Daarnaast zal internal branding worden besproken. 
 
Dit onderzoek zal plaats vinden in de ziekenhuizen in Almelo en Hengelo. De interviews zullen 
tussen de 45 en 60 minuten duren. Binnen dit onderzoek worden 30 medewerkers geïnterviewd. 
De organisatie zal helpen met het plannen van de interviews en het beschikbaar stellen van een 
interview ruimte (meeting room). Verder zullen er observaties plaatsvinden en zullen er 
secundaire onderzoeksbronnen (beleidsstukken, marketing materialen en personeelsdata) 
worden geanalyseerd. Alle informatie die gedeeld zal worden in deze interviews zullen te allen 
tijde anoniem en confidentieel worden behandeld. 
 
Hoofd onderzoeker: 
Ruth Hekman 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
Verenigd Koningkrijk 
ruth.hekman@roehampton.ac.uk 
+44 (0) 20 8392 6290 
 
Toestemming: 
 
De organisatie stemt hierbij in om deel te nemen aan dit onderzoek. Ik ben me bewust dat ik deze 
deelname te allen tijde terug kan trekken, zonder hiervoor een reden op te geven, door middel 
van het informeren van Ruth Hekman. Ik begrijp dat de persoonlijke data die tijdens dit interview 
gerapporteerd is, zal worden gebruikt voor dit onderzoeksproject. 
 
Met het ondertekenen van dit formulier geeft u aan dat u de privacy regels van 
de University of Roehampton hebt gelezen en begrepen. De Data 
Privacy Notice for Research Participants in het Nederlands vind u als bijlage bij dit document.  
 
De informatie die u heeft gedeeld zal zorgvuldig en confidentieel behandeld worden door de 
onderzoeker. Uw identiteit zal worden beschermd in alle publicaties die uit dit onderzoek zullen 
voortkomen. Het doel van dit onderzoek kan veranderen en uw informatie kan hergebruikt 
worden voor andere onderzoeksprojecten in de toekomst. Als dit het geval blijkt, zult 
u worden geïnformeerd. 
 
 
 
 
Naam …………………………………. 
 
Handtekening ……………………………… 
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Datum …………………………………… 
 
Als u een vraag heeft over een aspect van dit onderzoek of uw deelname dan kunt u deze stellen 
door middel van het contacten van het hoofd onderzoek. Als u een onafhankelijke partij wilt 
bereiken, kunt u dit doen door middel van de onderstaande gegevens van het hoofd van 
de faculteit Business van de University of Roehampton. 
 
Supervisor:  
Prof. Carole Elliott 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
carole.elliott@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3384 

Hoofd Faculteit Business: 
Dr. Joanna Kuzma 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
joanna.kuzma@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3278 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:carole.elliott@roehampton.ac.uk
mailto:joanna.kuzma@roehampton.ac.uk
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A1.2 Organisational consent form in English 
 

ORGANISATION CONSENT FORM 

Title of research project: How to build sustainable employee engagement through internal 

branding. 

Brief description of research project and what participation involves:  

This research will investigate the employee’s engagement to their organisation and their job. 

Furthermore, the process of engagement will be identified. Additionally, internal brand 

management will be explored.  

This research will take place in the hospitals in Almelo and Hengelo, the Netherlands. The 

interviews will take between 45 and 60 minutes. There are 30 participants involved in this research. 

The organisation will assist in recruiting participants as well as providing the interview space 

(meeting room). Furthermore, observations will be carried out as well as secondary data analysis 

of policies, branding and HR data. All data collected will be kept confidential, at all times, 

indefinitely.   

Investigator contact details: 

Ruth Hekman 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
ruth.hekman@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 6290    

 

Consent statement: 

I and the organisation agree to take part in this research, and am aware that I am free to withdraw 

participation of the whole organisation at any point without giving a reason by contacting Ruth 

Hekman. I understand that the personal data collected from me during the course of the project 

will be used for the purposes outlined above in the public interest.  

By signing this form, you are confirming that you have read, understood and agree with the 

University’s Data Privacy Notice for Research Participants. 

The information you have provided will be treated in confidence by the researcher and your 

identity will be protected in the publication of any findings. The purpose of the research may 

change over time, and your data may be re-used for research projects by the University in the 

future. If this is the case, you will normally be provided with additional information about the new 

project. 

Name …………………………………. 
 
Signature ……………………………… 
 
Date …………………………………… 
 

 

 

mailto:ruth.hekman@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/research/ethics/ethics-forms/
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Please note: if you have a concern about any aspect of your participation or any other queries 

please raise this with the investigator (or if the researcher is a student you can also contact the 

Director of Studies.) However, if you would like to contact an independent party please contact 

the Head of Department.  

  

Director of Studies contact details:  
Prof. Carole Elliott 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
carole.elliott@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3384 

Head of Department contact details: 
Dr. Joanna Kuzma 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
joanna.kuzma@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3278 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:carole.elliott@roehampton.ac.uk
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A1.3 Participant consent form in Dutch 
 

TOESTEMMING DEELNEMER 

 

 
Titel van onderzoeksproject: Hoe creëer je engagement door middel van internal branding. 
 
Korte omschrijving van het onderzoek en wat uw medewerking inhoud: 
 
Dit onderzoek houdt zich bezig met medewerker engagement met de organisatie 
waarvoor zij werken. Dit proces of engagement zal worden onderzocht en geïdentificeerd. 
Daarnaast zal internal branding worden besproken. 
 
Dit onderzoek zal plaats vinden in de ziekenhuizen in Almelo en Hengelo. De interviews zullen 
tussen de 45 en 60 minuten duren. Alle interviews zullen worden opgenomen en worden 
getranscribeerd. Binnen dit onderzoek worden 30 medewerkers geïnterviewd. Alle informatie die 
gedeeld zal worden in deze interviews zullen te allen tijde anoniem en confidentieel worden 
behandeld. 
 
Hoofd onderzoeker: 
Ruth Hekman 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
Verenigd Koningkrijk 
ruth.hekman@roehampton.ac.uk 
+44 (0) 20 8392 6290 
 
Toestemming: 
 
Ik stem hierbij in om deel te nemen aan dit onderzoek. Ik ben me bewust dat ik deze deelname te 
allen tijde terug kan trekken, zonder hiervoor een reden op te geven, door middel van het 
informeren van Ruth Hekman. Ik begrijp dat de persoonlijke data die tijdens dit interview 
gerapporteerd is, zal worden gebruikt voor dit onderzoeksproject. 
 
Met het ondertekenen van dit formulier geeft u aan dat u de privacy regels van 
de University of Roehampton hebt gelezen en begrepen. De Data 
Privacy Notice for Research Participants in het Nederlands vind u als bijlage bij dit document.  
 
De informatie die u heeft gedeeld zal zorgvuldig en confidentieel behandeld worden door de 
onderzoeker. Uw identiteit zal worden beschermd in alle publicaties die uit dit onderzoek zullen 
voortkomen. Het doel van dit onderzoek kan veranderen en uw informatie kan hergebruikt 
worden voor andere onderzoeksprojecten in de toekomst. Als dit het geval blijkt, zult 
u worden geïnformeerd. 
 
Naam …………………………………. 
 
Handtekening ……………………………… 
 
Datum …………………………………… 
 
Als u een vraag heeft over een aspect van dit onderzoek of uw deelname dan kunt u deze stellen 
door middel van het contacten van het hoofd onderzoek. Als u een onafhankelijke partij wilt 
bereiken, kunt u dit doen door middel van de onderstaande gegevens van het hoofd van 
de faculteit Business van de University of Roehampton. 
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Supervisor:  
Prof. Carole Elliott 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
carole.elliott@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3384 

Hoofd Faculteit Business: 
Dr. Joanna Kuzma 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
joanna.kuzma@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3278 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:carole.elliott@roehampton.ac.uk
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A1.4 Participant consent form in English  
 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 
Title of research project: How to build sustainable employee engagement through internal 
branding. 
 
 
Brief description of research project and what participation involves:  
 
This research will investigate the employee’s engagement to their organisation and their job. 
Furthermore, the process of engagement will be identified. Additionally, internal brand 
management will be explored.  
 
This research will take place in the hospitals in Almelo and Hengelo. The interviews will take 
between 45 and 60 minutes. The interviews will be recorded and transcribed.  There are 30 
participants involved in this research. All data collected will be kept confidential at all times, 
indefinitely.   
 
Investigator contact details: 
Ruth Hekman 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
ruth.hekman@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 6290    
 
Consent statement: 
 
I agree to take part in this research, and am aware that I am free to withdraw at any point without 
giving a reason by contacting Ruth Hekman. I understand that the personal data collected from 
me during the course of the project will be used for the purposes outlined above in the public 
interest.  
 
By signing this form, you are confirming that you have read, understood and agree with the 
University’s Data Privacy Notice for Research Participants. 
 
The information you have provided will be treated in confidence by the researcher and your 
identity will be protected in the publication of any findings. The purpose of the research may 
change over time, and your data may be re-used for research projects by the University in the 
future. If this is the case, you will normally be provided with additional information about the new 
project. 
 
Name …………………………………. 
 
Signature ……………………………… 
 
Date …………………………………… 
 
Please note: if you have a concern about any aspect of your participation or any other queries 
please raise this with the investigator (or if the researcher is a student you can also contact the 
Director of Studies.) However, if you would like to contact an independent party please contact 
the Head of Department.  
  

mailto:ruth.hekman@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/research/ethics/ethics-forms/
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Director of Studies contact details:  
Prof. Carole Elliott 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
carole.elliott@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3384 

Head of Department contact details: 
Dr. Joanna Kuzma 
Roehampton Business School 
University of Roehampton 
SW15 5SL London 
joanna.kuzma@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3278 
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A2 Exploratory interview questions 
Working definition of engagement: 

“a fulfilling experience at work which reflects you feeling positive and enthusiastic about your work, 

feeling able to focus on your work and doing it well and getting energy from your work to want to put 

effort in your work.” 

Personal data: 

- Age 

- Gender 

- Years at organisation 

- Department 

 

Intro question: How did you become a nurse?  

- Do you enjoy your job?  

- Do you feel motivated?  

- What does engagement mean for you? 

- Do you feel engaged with your job? 

o Why are you not engaged?  

o Why are you engaged? 

- Do you feel engaged with the organisation you work for?  

o Why yes/no? 

- Do you feel that your colleagues are engaged with the organisation? 

o What are you looking for in a colleague? 

- Do you feel that your supervisors/managers are engaged with the organisation?  

o What are you looking for in a supervisor/manager?  

- Are you familiar with the brand of the organisation? 

o How do you think the world sees the organisation?  

o How do you think patients see the organisation?  

- How does the brand (values) link with your values and your engagement?  

- How can the organisation make you more engaged? (Salary, holidays, bonus, management) 

- How can you get more engaged within your role?  

- Do you think it is important to be engaged within your role? 

- Organisational support/recognition (Jenkins & Delbridge) 

- Are you proud to work as a nurse?  

- If you could say something to the management, what would you tell them?  
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A3 Example codebook 
 

 

 

 

Code Short description Long description When to use When not to use Dutch English Participant Career 

stage

DE Departmental 

engagement

Engagement an 

individual 

experiences towards 

the department they 

work for 

When the participant 

speaks about 

department and their 

engagement towards 

the department

When the participant 

speaks about 

engagement towards 

other aspects of their 

work

Het is natuurlijk een grote organisatie. 

Dus ja het is natuurlijk wel een beetje in 

hoeverre zie je dat echt weer. Hoe ik dat 

uitleggen? Je bent natuurlijk wat meer 

gewoon op je afdeling bezig en daar doe 

je dingen. 

It is of course a large organisation. 

So yes, obviously it is how you see 

things. How can I explain? You are 

just busy with things on your 

department and there you do your 

thing. That is where you are 

engaged, not so much with the 

organisation as a whole 

5 explor

DE Departmental 

engagement

Engagement an 

individual 

experiences towards 

the department they 

work for 

When the participant 

speaks about 

department and their 

engagement towards 

the department

When the participant 

speaks about 

engagement towards 

other aspects of their 

work

Als het gaat om de SEH, heel betrokken. 

Als het gaat om alles er om heen, 

minder. Interviewer: Waarom is dat? P9: 

Maar dat is ook zo. Dat ben ik met je 

eens. Maar, als het gaat over 

beroepsinhoud, kun je daar makkelijker 

over meepraten. Mensen, op het 

moment dat je naar zo'n medewerkers 

bijeenkomst gaat, en het gaat over cijfers 

en weet ik veel waar, geld allemaal. Dat 

spreekt mensen toch minder aan. Omdat 

het heel abstract is. Mensen weten 

gewoon daar te weinig van. 

If you are talking about the A&E, 

very engaged. If you are talking 

about everything outside that, less 

engaged. Interview: Why is that? P9: 

If you are talking about job specific 

aspects, than I can talk about that, 

that is easier. If you are at an 

employee meeting and they are 

talking about numbers and money 

and I do not know what, that is very 

abstract. Not a lot of people like 

that. People just know too little from 

that. 

9 late adv

DE Departmental 

engagement

Engagement an 

individual 

experiences towards 

the department they 

work for 

When the participant 

speaks about 

department and their 

engagement towards 

the department

When the participant 

speaks about 

engagement towards 

other aspects of their 

work

Nou, dan voel ik me veel betrokkener bij 

de afdeling als bij de organisatie denk ik. 

Ja want dit is, hier werk ik op deze 

afdeling en daar heb ik mee te doen en 

daar heb ik dagelijks mee te maken en 

met de organisatie, daar heb ik niet zo 

veel mee van doen. 

Then I feel a lot more engaged with 

the department than I do with the 

organisation. Because this, here I 

work, that is what I get confronted 

with and work with on a daily basis. 

The organisation, I do not have to 

do much with that. 

19 late adv

MER Management 

engagement 

recipriocity

The need employees 

express to receive 

engagement from the 

management of the 

organisation they 

work for. 

when the participant 

speaks about 

engagement in relation 

to management.

when the participant 

speaks about 

engagement towards 

other members or 

aspects than 

management. 

Nee, eigenlijk niet. Nee, weetje, van 

hogerhand mogen ze wel iets meer 

betrokken worden bij wat er speelt, ook 

op de werkvloer. Ik vind gewoon dat 

hier, je hebt de hoge raad, je hebt daar 

de cluster manager, unithoofden, 

unithoofden zijn echt goed betrokken, 

ons unithoofd. Die zitten bij ons op de 

afdeling. De rest, wie boven mij zit? Maar 

verder, ik heb geen idee. 

No, not really. You know? From 

upstairs, the management, they 

should show more engagement with 

what is going on, also on the 

working floor. I just think, you have 

high board, you have the cluster 

managers, department managers, 

department management is really 

engaged with us, they are with us on 

the floor. But the others, who are 

above me? I have no idea. 

12 explor

MER Management 

engagement 

recipriocity

The need employees 

express to receive 

engagement from the 

management of the 

organisation they 

work for. 

when the participant 

speaks about 

engagement in relation 

to management.

when the participant 

speaks about 

engagement towards 

other members or 

aspects than 

management. 

 Interviewer: Hoe zou je dat willen zien? 

betrokkenheid van het management? P1: 

dat is die BKMer, ja dat die gewoon iets 

meer, uberhaupt zich een keer laat zien 

op de eerste hulp. We zien hem gewoon 

nooit eigenlijk. Ik denk dat het leeft bij 

heel veel mensen ook wat meer bij 

betrokkenheid op dat hij er gewoon af 

en toe er een keer bij komt zitten, of bij 

een vergadering desnoods. Of bij de 

koffie, een keer eventjes, hoeft echt geen 

uren. Dan lijken die lijntjes ook wat 

korter naar hem toe. Dat ook van de 

bedrijfskundig manager

Interviewer: How would you like to 

receive engagement from the 

management? P1: Well, that they 

show themselves, we never see him. 

I think that is an issue with a lot of 

people, they just want a little more 

engagement from them. That they 

show themselves, at a meeting or 

with coffee. Just for a little bit, it 

does not have to be hours and 

hours. Then those lines to him seem 

shorter. 

1 early adv

MER Management 

engagement 

recipriocity

The need employees 

express to receive 

engagement from the 

management of the 

organisation they 

work for. 

when the participant 

speaks about 

engagement in relation 

to management.

when the participant 

speaks about 

engagement towards 

other members or 

aspects than 

management. 

Nee, eigenlijk niet. Nee, weetje, van 

hogerhand mogen ze wel iets meer 

betrokken worden bij wat er speelt, ook 

op de werkvloer. Ik vind gewoon dat 

hier, je hebt de hoge raad, je hebt daar 

de cluster manager, unithoofden, 

unithoofden zijn echt goed betrokken, 

ons unithoofd. Die zitten bij ons op de 

afdeling. De rest, wie boven mij zit? Ja ik 

weet toevallig dat Monteman, die heeft 

ons toen heel erg geholpen. Maar 

verder, ik heb geen idee. 

You know, from up there 

[management] they should show a 

little more engagement to what 

happens, also to what happens on 

the work floor. I just feel that here, 

you have the high members of the 

board, you have regional heads, 

department heads, I feel that the 

department heads are engaged with 

us, they are located with us on the 

ward. But the others, those who are 

above me?

12 explor

JE Job engagement The engagement an 

employee 

experiences towards 

their job and tasks

When the participant 

speaks about 

engagement in relation 

to their job and tasks. 

When the participant 

speaks about 

engagement towards 

other aspects of their 

work

Ja ook wel maar meer bij mijn werk, hoe 

zeg ik dat nu. Ja. ZGT ook wel maar, er 

zijn slechte jaren geweest en veel, daar 

hadden wij ook geen grip op, hoe kan het 

opeens zo slecht gaan denk je dan he?

Yes, but I feel more engaged with 

my work, with my tasks, how should 

I say? Yes, the organisation also but 

there were many bad years where 

we did not have any hold on them. 

How can things turn so badly right? 

16 main

JE Job engagement The engagement an 

employee 

experiences towards 

their job and tasks

When the participant 

speaks about 

engagement in relation 

to their job and tasks. 

When the participant 

speaks about 

engagement towards 

other aspects of their 

work

Interviewer: Hier, je praktische werk, je 

taakomschrijving. P5: Ja ik voel ik me wel 

betrokken bij, ja.

Interviewer: Here, your practical job, 

your job description? P5: Yes, I do 

feel engaged with that yes. 

5 explor

JE Job engagement The engagement an 

employee 

experiences towards 

their job and tasks

When the participant 

speaks about 

engagement in relation 

to their job and tasks. 

When the participant 

speaks about 

engagement towards 

other aspects of their 

work

Ja, ik voel me wel betrokken bij mijn 

werk, mijn taken

Yes, I feel engaged with my job, my 

tasks

23 late adv
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A4 Example research diary and observations 
 

Day 14 

It will be a long day but I feel at home within the hospital. Due to my official name tag, 

people greet me when I walk the halls. I also know my way around and feel secure within the 

interviews.  

Interview 1, day 14: When I am introduced, they seem relieved. Older participants had joked 

that she had to speak in English so she was all anxious. Interesting conversation. Participant 

feels secure and is clear about her answers. It seems like she enjoys her job, especially her 

connection to her colleagues.  

I am relieved by the willingness of the nurses to talk to me. They are very open and tell their 

whole life story – I feel that they are happy to be heard and glad someone listens. 

Department seems very experienced, they are all joking around. However, the participants 

keep talking about work pressure but it seems very quiet. However, it is August so that could 

be the reason.  

The head of the department feels part of the team, he jokes with them and joins us at the 

coffee break. The younger members of the team seem quieter and the older members say 

more and joke with the younger members.  

The department and infrastructure seem a lot older compared to the two other wards I have 

visited as well. It almost feels like a different hospital.  

Interview 2, day 14: Interesting women. She is older, has just finished her shift and wants to 

make time for me, even after her shift. I am in awe by her dedication, she could have just 

gone home. But this also says something about her message and how strongly she believes in 

her message. I really enjoy talking to her, we have spoken for almost 90 minutes. It feels like 

a conversation, not an interview.  

It was a very long day at the hospital, but I feel content with my conversations and 

observations. I feel that I saw a different side of the organisation today. I also feel relieved 

that my observations seem to match the information that I am receiving in the interviews. I am 

almost halfway through but I already feel that career stage is an important factor within the 

engagement experience.  


