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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to examine the influence of organizational factors, i.e.
organizational culture, transformational leadership and professional development on
academics work engagement (WE) at Malaysian Research Universities (MRUs). The
descriptive survey design was employed in this study and a questionnaire was used to collect
data from the respondents. This study employed the proportionate stratified random
sampling to select 381 sample of academics at MRUs. The data of this study were analyzed
using the descriptive statistics and multiple regression. The results show that organizational
culture, transformational leadership, and professional development significantly influence
the work engagement of academics. This study is important for the Human Resource
Development practitioners and university’s management to identify factors and plan
strategies of interventions to enhance academics engagement in their job. This paper
contributes to a perceived gap in past studies that have little attention in investigating the
influence of organizational factors on work engagement.

Keywords Work Engagement, Organizational Culture, Transformational Leadership And
Professional Development

Introduction

Since three decades ago, work engagement has received significant attention from
academics and practitioners. Engaged employees are valued and important to achieve
individual work targets and subsequently assist the organizations to improve their
performance especially in the current competitive world (Rich, Lepine, & Crawford, 2010).
Engaged employees are characterized as vigor, dedicated, and absorbed in their role
performance (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Therefore, they have high levels of energy,
enthusiastic, and fully immersed in their work. The term of engagement in work role
performance was first mentioned in the Academy of Management Journal article,
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“Psychological Conditions of Personal Engagement and Disengagement at Work” (Kahn,
1990). Kahn’s (1990) work has been the seminal paper for engagement until early 2000. The
work engagement started to gain attention when the field of psychology was criticized as
focusing too much on the negative aspect of mental illness rather than mental wellness
(Bakker et al., 2008). This approach was criticized as it was not in tandem with the objective
of psychology ‘. . . to begin to catalyze a change in the focus of psychology from pre-
occupation only with repairing the worst things in life to also building positive qualities’
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p.5). Since then, the study about work engagement
started to receive attention not only from psychologists but also scholars in the field or
organizational behaviors and management as well as Human Resource Development (HRD)
practitioners. Employees who are engaged in their work are believed would produce better
output (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014).

The focus of the study on work engagement ranging from to understand the concept
of work engagement, the factors that enhance work engagement and the implications of work
engagement. A number of leading studies in work engagement has examined the influence
of proximal factors such as autonomy, social support, performance feedback, personal-
related factors and job resources on work engagement (Schaufeli, 2013; Rich et al., 2010).
However, studies in examining the influence of organizational factors such as organizational
culture, transformational leadership and professional development on work engagement
especially in the educational industries are still scarce and most of the studies about work
engagement have been conducted in the western countries and in other industries. There is
a need to understand the factors that could enhance work engagement, especially when
dealing with high demanding and stressful work. This study focusing on the context of
academics who are working at research universities where they are expected to produce high-
quality research outputs which are associated with the standing of a university (Cadez,
Dimovski, & Groff, 2017; Frenken, Heimeriks, & Hoekman, 2017).

This study aims to enhance the understanding about the factors that influence work
engagement among academics at Malaysian Research Universities (MRUs). This context is
chosen as it is directly related to the main role of a university in the knowledge production
and knowledge dissemination (Dundar & Lewis, 1998). In a profession that is very demanding,
work engagement among employees is very crucial. Therefore, this study is timely to
investigate the level of work engagement among academics of MRUs. There was a changing
focus from teaching to research-intensive at MRUs as the Malaysian government has set a
target for Malaysia to become a hub for knowledge and innovation through Research and
Development (R&D) as delineated in the National Higher Education Plan beyond 2020 and the
Malaysia Education Blueprint 2015-2025 (Higher Education). Following this agenda, the
Malaysian government has implemented higher educational system transformation to
strengthen the research activities in order to have more research outputs. As a move to
establish the research-oriented environment, the government has recognized five
universities as MRUs since 2006 with the aim to improve the standing of the Malaysian
Universities through intensification of research activities and outputs (Basarudin, Yeon,
Yaacob, & Rahman, 2016). There are Universiti Malaya (UM), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia
(UKM), Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM), and Universiti
Putra Malaysia (UPM).

This transformation leads academics to encounter high levels of work stress (Noor &
Ismail, 2016). Such work setting may disengage academics from performing their research
activities. Consequently may lead to dissatisfaction (Winefield & Jarrett, 2001) and have the
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intention to leave the university (ldris, 2011). They are also more prone to suffer from physical
and/or mental health impairment (Bakker et al., 2010). A study by Noor and Ismail (2016)
among academics at one of the MRUs found that academics of MRUs are in stressful condition
especially to achieve and accomplish the target set by the universities in research in
comparison to teaching. In the current economic downturn, academics’ job performance in
research remains highly expected (Bentley, 2015; Bland, Center, Finstad, Risbey, & Staples,
2005). Such situation has greatly affected academics work engagement in their research
activities that consequently affect the research performance (Basarudin et al., 2016; Ahmad,
Farley, & Naidoo, 2012).

Based on the above discussion and in order to focus on how to instill positivity among
academics in managing the demanding work related to research, it is paramount to examine
factors that influence and motivates academics in their everyday work. Therefore, this study
aims to examine: (i) the level of work engagement of academics at MRUs; and (ii) the
organizational predictors (organizational culture, transformational leadership, and
professional development) of academics’ work engagement. Such context is paramount for
further investigation and provides insights into the organizational factors which can be
utilized in the university intervention programs. Such programs are beneficial towards
uplifting the performance of academics, faculty, and university.

Conceptualizing Work Engagement

Based on an extensive literature review, there is no consensus in conceptualizing work
engagement. The conceptualization varies based on how work engagement is perceived. It
started with Kahn’s (1990) work about personal engagement that specifically referring to the
individual investment of energy and soul in performing their job. There were several attempts
to conceptualize work engagement. Firstly, work engagement is described as a manifestation
of the psychological state by individual employees in work role performance. They invested
and expressed themselves physically, cognitively and emotionally in performing their work
roles (Kahn, 1990; Rich et al. 2010; May, Gilson, & Harter, (2004). Secondly, other scholars
regard engagement as the antipode of burnout where burnout and engagement are at
opposite ends of a spectrum (Bakker et al., 2008; Maslach et al. 2001). Scholars from this
school of thought were using the same instrument to measure job burnout and job
engagement. Job engagement is conceptualized as an individual motivational state that is
reflected through three dimensions, i.e. energy, involvement, and efficacy which are the
antonym of job burnout dimensions, i.e. is exhaustion, cynicism, and ineffectiveness (Maslach
et al., 2001). However, Schaufeli et al. (2002) argued that job engagement and job burnout
are not the exact antitheses. This is due to the fact that it does not necessarily mean that
when an employee is not engaged, they are burnout and vice versa (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
Accordingly, Schaufeli et al. (2002) conceptualized work engagement as fulfilling, positive,
continuous work-related state of mind that is reflected through vigor, dedication, and
absorption which refers to the third attempt in conceptualizing work engagement. They
argued that job engagement should be measured independently with different instruments
and they developed the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) (2002, 2006) to measure
work engagement that consists of three dimensions, i.e. vigor, dedication, and absorption.

Based on the above discussion, it is clear that the conceptualization of work
engagement varies. Kahn (1990), Rich et al. (2010) and May et al. (2004), conceptualized work
engagement as investing full self in work performance. On the other hand, the second and
third attempt conceptualized work engagement as positive affective state and state of mind
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respectively. It is worth noting that according to Zigarmi, Nimon, Houson, Witt, and Diehl
(2009), there is an underlying consensus in defining work engagement which it should reflect
the multidimensional structure that has a connection with employees’ work on multiple
levels. Therefore, in this study, Kahn’s (1990) conceptualization of work engagement is used
as it is more comprehensive (Bailey, Madden, Alfes, & Flecther, 2015) and it involves
multidimensional constructs. Since Kahn (1990) did not operationalize work engagement, this
study adopted the definition of work engagement by Rich et al. (2010, p.619), i.e. a
multidimensional motivational concept reflecting the simultaneous investment of an
individual’s physical, cognitive, and emotional energy in active, full work performance.

Work engagement and its antecedents

Past studies that examined the antecedents of work engagement has mostly used the
Job Demand Resource Theory (JDRT) which is the extension of Job Demand Resource Model.
The JDRT postulates that job resources influence work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti,
2014). Job resources refer to those physical, social, or organizational aspects of the job that
may: (1) reduce job demands and related psychological and physiological implications; (2) as
a tool to attain work targets; or (3) enhance personal development, learning and growth
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Examples of job resources are social support, supervisory
coaching, and performance feedback. Most of the previous studies that used the JDRT has
been examining the influences of proximal factors, such as perceived organizational support
and perceived supervisor support and personal resources on job performance (Myhre, 2014;
Xanthopoulou et al., 2009).

Nevertheless, Macey and Schneider (2008) and Kahn (2010) argued that distal factors
also influence work engagement. The distal or contextual factors refer to the organizational
context that encompasses the organizational environment and climate, such as organizational
restructuring, new management processes, and initiatives, as well as the psychological
climate of the organization (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). These factors may be powerful in
shaping employees’ level of work engagement. Few studies were focusing on the distal or
contextual organizational factors such as organizational culture and leadership, in predicting
work engagement (Albrecht, Bakker, Gruman, Macey, & Saks, 2015; Schaufeli, 2015; Arifin,
Troena, and Rahayu, 2014; Zhu, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2009) and the findings were
inconclusive. In addition, the influence of distal factors has received little attention among
scholars as most of the past studies were focusing on the influence of proximal job resources
on work engagement. The distal factors that will be investigated in this study are
organizational culture, transformational leadership, and professional development.

Organizational culture

Organizational culture is defined as ‘holistic, historically determined, related to
anthropological concepts, socially constructed, soft, and difficult to change’ (Hofstede,
Neuijen, Ohayv, & Sanders, 1990, p.286). It is about the collective programming of the mind
as the software of the organization and is manifested through practices (Hofstede, 1991). The
organizational culture differentiates one organization from another. The interaction between
employees and organizational culture determines the nature of employees’ work experience
(Shuck, Rocco, & Albornoz, 2011). Organization culture that is reflected in the working
processes, problem-solving processes, and the relationship between employees in an
organization is positively related to their employees’ work engagement (Biggs, Brough, and
Barbour, 2014). Such culture will make employees feel safe and have more trust in their team
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members which ultimately enhance their work engagement (Kahn, 1990; Chughtai, 2013).
This finding is supported by Arifin et al. (2014) where their study found that organizational
culture is the most significant predictor of work engagement among high school teachers with
Islamic background at Jakarta, Indonesia. Past studies found that organizational culture is one
of the organizational factors that are related to job involvement, job satisfaction, career
satisfaction, and organizational commitment (Batista, Feijo, & Silva, 2013; Holligan, Wilson, &
Humes, 2011; Babu & Singh, 1998). Similarly, studies by Albrecht et al. (2015), Biggs et al.
(2014), and Bakker, Demerouti, and Sanz-Vergel (2014) also found that organizational culture
influence work engagement. Accordingly, we hypothesize:

H1: Organizational culture influences academics’ work engagement.

Transformational leadership

Transformational leadership is defined as leadership behavior that changes the values
and norms of the employees, motivating them to perform beyond their own expectations
(Yukl, 1989). Bass (1998) conceptualized transformational leadership using four dimensions,
i.e. idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration. For example, transformational leaders create a sense of employees’
attachment to the job by being fair and recognize employees’ good performance (Gibson et
al., 2012). The research found that employee who receives inspiration and support,
experience work to be more challenging, involving, and satisfying (Pourbarkhordari, Hua,
Zhou, & Pourkarimi, 2016). In addition, employees who are empowered and supported feel
more fulfilled psychologically and show a more positive attitude (Hetland et al., 2015). This
supported the notion that the presence of transformational leaders contributes towards
employee engagement in their tasks (Bakker et al., 2011). It is reported that transformational
leadership has been extensively studied and has a significant impact on work engagement in
comparison to other types of leadership such as transactional leadership, authentic
leadership, and ethical and charismatic leadership (Schaufeli, 2015; Tims, Bakker, &
Xanthopoulou, 2011; Zhu et al., 2009). Furthermore, there is evidence that highlighted the
positive relationship between transformational leadership and work engagement (Breevaart
et al., 2016; Bezuidenhout & Cecile, 2012; Tims et al., 2011). Hence, we postulate:

H2: Transformational leadership influences academics’ work engagement.

Professional Development

Professional development refers to the formal or informal efforts received by the
academics to improve their knowledge and skill in the discipline that includes formal efforts
such as continuing education courses and workshops offered internally or externally; and less
formal attempts such as gathering with colleagues to share expertise (Hardré & Hardre, 2012).
Professional development is important for the development of professional competency in
performing R&D work. This is evident in previous studies which found that professional
development programme is positively associated with work engagement (Soo, Mat, & Al-
Omari, 2013; Butter & Hermanns, 2011). Butter and Hermanns's (2011) study substantiated
that employees who have attended professional development program are engaged in their
work. Similarly, Khan, Rasli, Khan, and Malik's (2014) study among Pakistanian academics
found that the score for disengagement and emotional exhaustion are decreasing when
professional development is increasing. This supports that professional development is one
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of the determinants of work engagement. It enhances individual self-competency and
autonomy in performing their job (Deci et al., 2001), and thus enhance their engagement in
performing their tasks. In addition, Czajka and McConnell (2016) conducted a case study to
assess the effect of professional development on the instructor’s work engagement. It was
found that it has a positive effect on their professional growth. Therefore, we hypothesize:
H3: Professional development has a positive influence on academics’ work engagement.

Methodology

This study was conducted at the Malaysian Research Universities (MRUs) using the
correlational research design. The unit of analysis is academic from all levels that consist of
professors, associate professors, and senior lecturers/assistant professors. The proportionate
stratified random sampling was adopted to select 377 out of 3507 academics at MRUs. The
three strata of academics positions closely represented the academic population in the
sampling frame. Academics of MRUs were selected because they involved intensively in
research activities that require them to be engaged in their work. Universiti Putra Malaysia
(UPM) was excluded from the list of MRUs in this study as the pilot study was conducted at
UPM. The self-rated questionnaire was used in the data collection. The research questions
were analyzed using descriptive statistics, such as mean, standard deviations, minimum and
maximum while the hypotheses were tested with the multiple regressions at 0.05 level of
significance. The response rate for the survey was 77.45 percent and the usable responses
were 252.

Measures
Work Engagement

Work engagement was measured by Job Engagement Scale (JES) by Rich et al. (2010)
with minor modification. JES indicates the multidimensionality concept of work engagement,
i.e. simultaneous investment of an individual’s physical, cognitive, and emotional in work role
performance. JES measures the dimension of physical, cognitive and emotional of work
engagement and its internal consistency is .97.

Organizational culture
Measure for organizational culture was adopted from the questionnaire developed by
Sarros, Gray, Densten, and Cooper (2005). The sample of items are “achievement

orientation”, “emphasizes innovation”, and “being competitive”. This study adopted this scale
with minor modification. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this variable is .86.

Transformational leadership

Measure for transformational leadership is adopted from the Global Leadership
Questionnaire (GTL) by Carless, Wearing, & Mann (2000). It is suitable to measure
transformational leadership that refers to behaviors of inspiring subordinates. Sample items
are ‘Communicates a clear and positive vision of the future’ and ‘Foster trust, involvement
and cooperation among team members’. All the items were measured on a 6-point Likert
scale ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (6) strongly agree. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
for this variable is .97.
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Professional development

Professional development was measured by the questionnaire developed by Grobler
et al. (2014). The items of professional development in this study were focusing on self-
transcendence component as it reflects the seeking opportunities to apply skills in a
functional area and to continuously develop those skills to a higher level. All items were
measured on a 5-point scale from (1) not important to (5) very important. The Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient for this variable is .68 and it is still acceptable as it is more than 0.60
(Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).

Results
Demographic Variables (Gender, Age, Age during obtaining Ph.D., and Designation)

The results showed that there were more male respondents at the MRUs where males
consist of 135 (53.6 %) and females 117 (46.4 %). The majority of the respondents were within
the age of 41-50 years old (44.4 %). 156 (61.9 %) respondents obtained their Ph.D. during the
age of 31 - 40 and followed by 49 (19.4%) respondents obtained their Ph.D. qualification
between the age of 21 - 30 and another 45 (17.9%) respondents between the age of 41- 50.
This result shows that the respondents were within their active academic years after
obtaining their highest academic qualification. The responses reflect the sampling method,
i.e. proportionate stratified sampling where Senior Lecturer/Assistant Professor category was
54.0 % (136) followed by Associate Professors (26.6 % or 67) and Professors (19.4 % or 49).
Majority of the respondents, i.e. 106 (42.1 %) have been in their present position between 6
- 10 years.

Work Engagement of Academics at Malaysian Research Universities

Work engagement refers to a multidimensional motivational concept that reflects the
investment of an individual’s physical, cognitive, and emotional energy simultaneously in
active and full work performance (Rich et al., 2010, p.619). The level of work engagement was
determined by the mean score of the academics’ work engagement. The respondents indicate
their answers on the Likert scale form. Table 2 shows that academics of Malaysian Research
Universities have a high level of work engagement with the mean 5.32 (SD=.506). The results
also indicate that majority of academics at MRU, i.e. 96% (242) have a high level of work
engagement and none is reported to have a low level of work engagement.

Table 2
The Level of Work Engagement (n=252)
Frequency Percentage
Level M D
eve (n) (%) >
Work Engagement 5.32 .506
Low (1.00 — 2.66) 0 0.0
Moderate (2.67 — 4.33) 10 4.0
High (4.34 —6.00) 242 96.0
Total 252 100.0

947



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 8, No. 10, 2018, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2018

Correlations and regression between the organizational factors and work engagement of
Academics at Malaysian Research Universities

Table 3 shows that the mean for the respondents’ (n=252) score for organizational
culture was 4.916 (SD=.747), transformational leadership was 4.669 (SD=1.072), and
professional development was 3.967 (SD=.707). The correlation matrix shows that there are
positive and low relationships but statistically significant correlations between organizational
culture, transformational leadership and professional development with work engagement
(see Table 3). The relationships between the predictors are not too high as they are less than
.7 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).

The regression analysis indicates that all three organizational predictors contribute
significantly to the variance in work engagement, F(3,248)=16.299, p=.000 (see Table 3). The
model summary shows that organizational culture, transformational leadership, and
professional development explained 16.5% variance in academics’ work engagement. Of the
three predictor variables, it was found that organizational culture and professional
development have a relatively stronger effect on work engagement, i.e. (B = .239, p<.001)
and (B = .224, p<.001) respectively in comparison to transformational leadership (B = .132,
p<.001). As can be seen in Table 2, these three predictor variables scale had significant
positive regression weights, indicating that academics who have higher scores on these scales
are expected to have higher work engagement.

Table 3
Summary statistics, correlations, and results from the regression analysis
Correlation Multiple regression weights
Variables Mean SD with work b SEb B
engagement
Work engagement 5.326  .506
Organizational Culture 4.916  .747 .323%* .162 .044 .239%**
Transformational
leadership 4.669 1.072 .234** .062 .030 132%*
Professional
development 3.967 .707 .253** .160 .042 224%*
**p<0.01

Discussions and Conclusions

The aim of this study was to examine the level of academics’ work engagement and
factors predicting work engagement at the Malaysian Research Universities (MRUs). This
study concludes that academics at MRUs are engaged and committed to their work. Engaged
academics in their work is the reflection of the commitment of the Malaysian government
towards education within which the highest national development budget has been allocated
so far for university and staff development. The Research Universities were given autonomy
in administration, human resources, financial and academic management and student intake.
This move made by the Malaysian government has provided a conducive working
environment for academics, thus encouraged them to be more engaged in their work. Apart
from that, the Key Performance Indicators which have been cascaded to each and every
academic enable and inspire them to be more focused and motivated in their work. The same
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reason also explains why organizational predictors contributed to academics’ work
engagement.

This study also concludes that distal organizational predictors play important role in
providing the motivation and support towards academics work engagement. The presence of
a conducive organizational culture, transformational leaders, and opportunities for
professional development are key functions for employees to be engaged in their work. The
findings of this study are in tandem with previous studies in work engagement which revealed
that organizational culture (e.g., Arifin et al., 2014; Bakker et al., 2014), transformational
leaders (e.g., Schaufeli, 2015; Tims et al., 2011; Zhu et al.,, 2009) and professional
development (e.g., Khan et al., 2014; Butter & Hermanns, 2011) are significant predictors in
explaining work engagement among different cohort of samples.

A sound organizational culture is pertinent for academics to engage in their work. An
organizational culture that involves the way how work is done, the relationship between
employees, the relationship between employees and employers shape the conducive
environment that enhances academics’ work engagement. This conducive organizational
culture promotes employees’ psychological safety as they are not afraid to express
themselves in work role performance (Kahn, 1990). Furthermore, a sound organizational
culture also makes employees have more trust in their team members that will enhance their
work engagement (Chughtai, 2013).

Likewise, the presence of transformational leadership also significantly contributes
towards academics’ work engagement. Pourbarkhordari et al. (2016) argued on the
importance of transformational leaders where they inspire employees to be more effective
and to perform beyond the targeted goals. Employees who have been empowered and
supported feel more fulfilled psychologically and show a more positive attitude (Hetland et
al., 2015). In addition, an employee who receives inspiration and support, experience work as
more challenging and satisfying which consequently lead them to become highly engaged
with the job tasks (Bakker et al., 2011).

Similarly, professional development is a platform for academics to enhance their self-
competency which is an important foundation for them to perform their work competently
(Deci et al.,, 2001). This is because professional development equips employees to be
knowledgeable and skillful in their area of specialization. Employees who have attended
professional development programme are enjoying a higher degree of self-competency and
autonomy (Deci et al., 2001). They are well socialized to certain activities in their careers that
contribute to their competency and high level of confidence for them to engage in the job
activities. The professional development programme provides employees with a platform to
identify areas that need to be improved. Thus, universities need to be serious to come out
with a structured professional development programme for academics that covers the
various spectrum from teaching, research, consultancy and service to the community.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Studies

There are several limitations of using survey methods such as lack of in-depth
information and details, and difficulties in determining the truthfulness of the answers. Taking
this issues into consideration, this study adopted scales that have been tested, reliable and
valid besides provided clear instructions and guidelines in the questionnaire (Hair et al., 2003).
Additionally, the respondents were informed that their self-report data are confidential and
anonymous (Podsakoff et al., 2003). This step could minimize response bias which is based on
the social standards and norms as well as to solicit responses on some sensitive items
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particularly that is related to the organizational culture and leaders. Furthermore, causal
inferences about the relationships between the predictors and academics’ work engagement
could not be made as this is a cross-sectional study. Besides that, the study also noted that
the results of using this cross-sectional approach may differ according to circumstances.

In order to have a better understanding about work engagement among academics at
MRUs, future qualitative research is recommended. This approach would generate
knowledge based on individual’s experiences relating to work engagement. Besides, the
qualitative study offers a different insight in explaining the phenomenon of work
engagement. It is also recommended for future study to repeat the present effort using
another rigorous approach, such as a longitudinal approach, as to obtain more
comprehensive findings that offer another perspective about causality inferences which
would add values to the existing body of knowledge about work engagement. Future studies
are also encouraged to test this model in different contexts of universities such as non-
Research University. Similar studies could also be replicated using different predictors such
as demographic factors, personal and job resources as the findings would be very pertinent
especially for Human Resource Development practitioners as it offers further guidelines and
criteria for employees’ selection and training purposes.
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