INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF
ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN

BUSINESS & SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol 11, Issue 7, (2021) E- ISSN: 2222 6990

Issues and Challenges of Work Engagement
among Lecturers

Nabilah Syuhada Nordin and Hazalizah Hamzah
Department of Psychology and Counselling, Human Development Faculty, Universiti
Pendidikan Sultan Idris, Malaysia.

Email: nabilahnordin181@gmail.com

To Link this Article: http://dx.doi.org/10.6007/1JARBSS/v11-i7/10206  DOI:10.6007/1JARBSS/v11-i7/10206
Published Date: 26 July 2021

Abstract

Lecturers’ job scope is challenging and demanding. It can lead to undesirable behaviours
within the academic practice if lecturers start to feel burdened by those job scopes. Hence,
rather than solely focusing on performance, lecturers’ engagement towards their tasks should
be acknowledged. This article is attempting to discuss the issues and challenges related to the
work engagement of lecturers by referring to previous articles. First, the concept of work
engagement is described. Then, the reality of lecturers’ engagement is explored. Then, it is
followed by the current challenges within their job that might risk their engagement are
included. This article concludes with a summary of the article and some recommendations for
future researches. The significance of this article is that proper measures can be planned and
administered starting from the management level until the individual level which is the
lecturers themselves so that work engagement can be attained.
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Introduction
Lecturers’ responsibilities are beyond teaching. Lecturer is known as a profession with a
demanding job scope mainly comprising of teaching, research activities and other services to
the community. Each university all around the world would provide a detailed job description
which includes other important elements namely supervision, consultation and publication.
On top of these elements, lecturers are also involved in managing the program and other
faculty activities. Then, lecturers’ performance on these duties would be reflected on their
Key Performance Indicator (KPI) score. For lecturers, the KPI achievement will not only
determine their annual performance. The KPl is one of the factor that ensure their career to
strive since it will determine their qualifications for promotions and the continuation of their
job especially for contract lecturers. Hence, often times lecturers feel challenged and
pressured to cater to these job demands.

Work engagement refers to the positive and fulfilling state of mind that can be
identified as the combination of three dimensions which are vigor, dedication and absorption
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). Basically, vigor refers to being energetic, dedication is being strongly
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involved and absorption refers to being concentrated and experiencing difficulties to leave
work. This article is attempting to review the issues and challenges relating to lecturers’ work
engagement. The next section will first introduce work engagement as a relevant construct in
the industrial and organizational psychology. Then, the issues related to the work
engagement of lecturers are also be reviewed. Only then the challenges to maintain work
engagement are shared.

Issues of Work Engagement among Lecturers

Work engagement is one of positive constructs in the field. The concept of work engagement
has been prominent in organizational behavior studies especially within business and
consultancy sectors. In studies, this construct is referred under slightly different terms such
as employee engagement personal engagement and engagement.

The earliest concept is personal engagement which refers to the behavior of when
individuals bring themselves in when they were performing job tasks at work place (Kahn,
1990). The main elements of personal engagement are the employment of self and the
expressions of self. In addition, engaging behavior also refers to the physical, mental and
cognitive commitment employees give to their job (Kahn, 1990). Meanwhile, an extension to
Kahn’s conceptualization of work engagement was introduced to finalize a more
comprehensive definition of the construct. According to Schaufeli et al (2002), work
engagement is characterized as the utilization of vigor, dedication and absorption during the
employment of tasks. Schaufeli et al (2002) were also took importance on the operational
aspect of work engagement hence an instrument to measure the construct was also
established.

However, work engagement is also described as the combination of several positive
constructs in work place such as job performance, job productivity and commitment to the
organizations. Holbeche and Matthews (2002) described work engagement as a concept that
includes feelings, emotional and intellectual relationship, job performances, productivity and
commitment ones have for the organization. Hence, work engagement can be regarded as
both cause and effect which comprised of the compilation of multiple job-related terms that
characterized as different aspects of the construct.

Work engagement is one of the prominent subject in studies in the context of
corporate sectors. The focuses of these studies are mainly on determining the factors that
can maintain work engagement among their employees (Igbal et al., 2017; Yongxing, Hongfei
& Baoguo, 2017). For instance, a study was conducted to examine several relevant constructs
that expected to have significant association with work engagement of their customer service
employees (Yongxing et al., 2017). Studies on work engagement can also be traced in other
contexts such as public sector (Kim, Han & Park, 2019) and service sector like nursing
(Othman, Ghazali & Nasurdin, 2018) and teaching (Poortvliet, Anseel & Theuwis, 2015). This
showed that work engagement is important in wide variety of professions hence the concern
on the engagement of lecturers is a relevant topic to be discussed.

As expected, excessive job demands are commonly associated with dysfunctional
behaviors at workplace. Past studies showed that the mental health issues and emotional
strains caused by work pressures can influence their productivity and performance (Malik &
Noreen, 2015; Yang et al., 2016). Meanwhile, other issues such as the tendency to be involved
with predatory journals can be seen out of the desperation to simply attain the burdening KPI
requirements. This undesirable action will be resulting losses for the university and country
as the contributions of the great research findings to the community would not be utilized in
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correct ways (Hasnan, 2021). This reality showed that lecturers are struggling to complete
their annual KPI. The worst outcome of the excessive job demands is burnout. Bakker and
Demerouti (2017) argued that job demands can create a health-impairment process that can
lead to burnout as illustrated in the Job Demands-Resource Theory.

However, the negative effects of job demands can be reduced by job resources and
personal resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). This will generate the motivational pathway
that lead to work engagement rather than burnout. Eventually, the ultimate goal of this
theory is performance. Work engagement will result in high performance while burnout will
risk performance. Therefore, instead of focusing on lecturers’ performance, their work
engagement should be concentrated on. One of the suggestions for the previous issues within
the profession of lecturer is that the KPI should be reassessed to be challenging but not
burdening (Hasnan, 2021). Hence, the advantage of challenging job duties in maintaining
lecturers work engagement can be observed.

As introduced in the previous section, lecturers’ job responsibilities are challenging
thus their level of work engagement might become an issue. However, studies showed that
lecturers reported high level of engagement to their job (Harini, Luddin & Hamidah, 2019;
Hamzah et al.,, 2021). This can be attributed to how lecturers view their duties such as
research and teaching activities as their honourable contributions to the society as discussed
by Harini et al (2019). They added that vigour and dedication dimensions are especially high
showing that lecturers have positive feelings about their duties. This might be due to how
their works namely research findings, publications and their students’ achievements can give
them the sense of pride thus causing them to be able to stay energetic, persistent and giving
their full effort to whatever duties they were given. Still, are there any other factors that can
influence lecturers’ work engagement?

Past studies showed that supervisor support (Hamzah et al.,, 2021) and university
management support (Agbionu, Anyalor & Nawali, 2018; Alzyoud, Othman & lIsa, 2015)
influenced the work engagement of lecturers. Lecturers also value supports from those
around them for example in the form of autonomy and feedback (Alzyoud et al., 2015).
However, it is important to note that lecturers are professionals that do not require excessive
instructions from their supervisors or superiors in order to properly engaged to their work.
Studies showed that lecturers valued the trust (Tauhed et al., 2018) and the chance to take
part in decision making (Alzyoud et al., 2015; Tauhed et al., 2018) given by their supervisors.
Such support could increase lecturers’ involvement to their tasks hence increasing their
engagement. These characteristics provided a conducive environment that ideal for lecturers
to maintain their engagement to tasks.

Challenges of Work Engagement among Lecturers

Previous section showed that work engagement was reported among lecturers who tend to
experience positive feelings toward their duties and those who received conducive work
environment. It can be assumed that work engagement is the outcome of the reciprocity
between lecturers and the university management as mentioned in some studies (Agbionu et
al., 2018; Meilani, 2017; Tauhed et al., 2018). However, this does not mean that lecturers are
not burdened by the job demands in the profession.

Apparently, lecturers are constantly challenged by the changes made in their KPI to
match the guidelines provided by the government. For example, the KPI of Malaysian
lecturers has to be reassessed to match the demands stated by the Ministry of Higher
Education Malaysia. As such, the government is aspired to increase the quality of the overall
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system of higher institutions by increasing their ranking for research output and increasing
the number of international students’ enrolment. Thus, lecturers’ expectation will be higher
with time which would take toll on their current work engagement.

Other than that, lecturers are also affected during this pandemic. Remote learning,
distance learning or online learning are becoming the most helpful alternative in this harsh
situation where all people has to protect themselves and their family. This reality is not only
challenging to students but also to lecturers. Will their engagement to their teaching duty be
threatened? Studies showed one of the top issues in online learning is that lecturers lack of
technical skills and inappropriate teaching styles adapted during class (Coman et al., 2020).
Other challenges such as the dependence on media that enable e teleconferencing,
telecommuting and online learning can also cause stress and burnout to lecturers (Mheidly,
Fares & Fares, 2020). Therefore, the struggle to maintain their engagement to their teaching
duties can be threatened.

Conclusions and Future Recommendation

This review explored three issues related to work engagement among lecturers. First, it was
found that there are multiple attempts to conceptualize the term work engagement. It can
be concluded that work engagement is related to bringing oneself into tasks (Kahn, 1990)
which require vigorousness, dedication and being absorbed into tasks (Schaufeli et al., 2002).
Naturally, lecturers’ job demands are a threatened to their work engagement. However,
based on this review, studies showed that lecturers possess high level of work engagement
due to several factors such as their positive feelings towards their duties and the conducive
environment provided at their work places. However, there were a couple of challenges that
might be faced by lecturers. The review on the challenges in lecturers’ job scopes showed that
lecturers will be constantly facing new obstacles throughout their career such as the
government aspirations and the pandemic. Thus, lecturers’ work engagement would be
threatened.

Online teaching is becoming the main option in this pandemic hence the issue
regarding lecturers’ work engagement has to be studied. Hence, few suggestions are included
in this article. First, the studies on lecturers’ satisfaction on online teaching has to be
examined. Lecturers’ job satisfaction is associated with work engagement (Meilani, 2019)
hence a study on the topic is recommended. A previous paper on lecturers’ satisfaction about
the institution readiness to provide essential facilities and aids for online teaching has been
conducted (El Refae, Kaba & Eletter, 2021). Their result showed that the participated lecturers
are satisfied with the institutional readiness. Still, it is suggested that the relationship between
job satisfaction and work engagement during online teaching should be determined.

Second, the studies on lecturers’ work engagement to other elements within the job
scopes should be discussed too. Studies during pandemic has been surrounded around the
teaching element of their job scopes (Coman et al., 2020; El Refae et al., 2021; Mheidly et al.,
2020). Pandemic has also causing changes to the way lecturers’ do their work such as the way
researches were conducted and how conferences have been held. Thus, it is suggested to
explore the exact issues faced by lecturers in order to determine their level of engagement in
the new normal.
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