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Objectives. Engaged employees are relevant characters in the business value co-creation. In fact, employee 

engagement has several positive outcomes related to competitive advantage (Albrecht et al., 2015). In particular return 
on assets, profitability, and market value (Macey et al., 2009); customer satisfaction (Saks, 2006); attitudinal, 
behavioral and performance related outcomes (Demerouti & Cropanzano, 2010); employee task and extra-role 
performance (Saks, 2006; Rich et al. 2010; Christian et al., 2011; Anitha, 2014); brand building, company advocacy, 
innovation, stakeholder relationships, crisis prevention and management (Mazzei, 2010; Heide & Simonsson 2011 and 
2016; Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; Kim & Rhee, 2011; Kang & Sung, 2017). Engagement also positively affects 
employee retention (Berger, 2011), job crafting (Albrecht et al., 2015) and the extent to which employees voice their 
ideas, suggestions and concerns (Kahn, 1990; Morrison, 2014; Albrecht et al., 2015). Employee behaviours that are 
acted during interactions with customers and stakeholders, and that are consistent with the firm’s brand values, affect 
the brand performance in terms of overall brand evaluation and customer-based brand equity (de Chernatony, 1999; 
Henkel et al., 2007; Sirianni et al., 2013). As companies, suppliers and customers create value through interactions 
among them (Galvagno and Dalli, 2014), in this scenario employees are the primary characters who represent their 
companies and contribute to the process of value co-creation.  

The growing number of studies shows a huge need for knowledge. In particular, the extant literature does not 
include studies developed in Italy. The aim of this study is first to deepen the conceptual understanding of employee 
engagement and its drivers. Second, the aim is to investigate what are the communication and human resource 
practices and initiatives that companies implement to engage employees and create a climate of engagement in Italy. 

Methodology. An extensive literature review on employee engagement theories has been done to clarify its 
definition, components and drivers. Afterwards, a series of 10 in-depth interviews was conducted, involving a snowball 
sample of professionals and consultants who are experts in the employee engagement field. Then a CAWI (Computer 
Assisted Web Interview) survey on a sample of large companies operating in Italy was carried out addressing employee 
engagement managers. The questionnaire was developed leveraging on the results of the literature review and of the 
qualitative interviews. The researchers used a stratified random sample of Italian companies with more than 500 
employees. The survey was conducted between October 2016 and February 2017. 382 organizations were included in 
the sample and 258 received the questionnaire. Follow-up phone calls were used to achieve 168 questionnaires 
collected, with a response rate of 44 per cent considering the total sample. Data analysis included descriptive statistics 
as frequencies, means and standard deviations; reliability and validity tests of the measurement scales, adapted by 
previous tested models in international literature; construction of some composite indicators. 

Findings. The review of the most recognized conceptualizations on employee engagement identifies three 
considerations for a science-based understanding of employee engagement. First, employee engagement includes three 
components: emotional (or dedication); cognitive (or absorption); and behavioral (or physical-energetic component or 
vigor). Second, employee engagement is the final stage of a dynamic process bringing employees with a positive 
dispositional trait to a psychological state of commitment and then to an attitudinal and behavioral intention to behave 
in favor of the organization. Third, as a consequence employee engagement construct is a behavioral construct.  

Adopting a comprehensive conceptualization of employee engagement including the commonalities among the 
most widely used definitions, employee engagement is defined as follows.  

Employee engagement includes a personal trait expressing a disposition toward enthusiasm (Macey & Schneider, 
2008) that, interacting with situational factors (Macey & Schneider, 2008), determines a persistent psychological state 
of cognitive absorption in one’s work (Kahn, 1990; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Saks, 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008), 
emotional dedication (Kahn, 1990; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Saks, 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008), and vigor, that 
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is a physical-energetic component (Kahn, 1990; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Saks, 2006; Macey & Schneider, 2008).  
Absorption is characterized by being fully concentrated and happily engrossed in one’s work, whereby time passes 

quickly and the person has difficulties with detaching herself from work. Dedication is characterized by a sense of 
significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, and challenge. Vigor is characterized by high levels of energy and mental 
resilience while working, the willingness to invest effort in one’s work, as well as persistence when facing difficulties 
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

There are three psychological conditions whose presence leads to personal engagement and whose absence may 
be conducive of disengagement (Khan, 1990; Rich et al., 2010): meaningfulness or value congruence, the perception of 
benefit; safety, the perception of guarantees or organizational support; and availability, the perception of personal 
resources or core-self evaluation.  

The persistent psychological state of absorption, dedication and vigor, is the meaning of employee engagement as 
an individual attitude toward work (Newman & Harrison, 2008) and leads to discretionary in-role and extra-role 
behavior strategically focused, tied to purpose and organizational relevance (Macey & Schneider, 2008). The final 
stage represents employee engagement in its strict sense, as “engaged employee” refers to a behavioral provision of 
the employee (Newman & Harrison, 2008) impacting work performance both in-role and extra-role. In particular, an 
engaged employee behaves with a strategic focus on organizational purposes (Macey & Schneider, 2008). 

Employee engagement entails multiple antecedents and consequences, linked by direct, indirect and reciprocal 
relationships, creating a complex network of elements (Demerouti et al., 2001; Macey & Schneider, 2008; Albrecht et 
al., 2015). The “Strategic model of employee engagement” (Albrecht et al., 2015) integrates the most relevant 
contributions, addresses the origin of employee engagement and includes four kinds of factors affecting employee 
engagement: dispositional/trait personal factors; psychological factors of engagement; job factors based on the Job 
Demands – Job Resources Model; and organizational context factors covering a wide arrange of contributions. 

The qualitative interviews allowed to identify the main faces of engagement according to the experts included in 
the sample: adherence to a business plan (mission, goals, values); active and conscious participation, proactivity, 
energy put into work, doing an extra-mile; deep bond, emotional and psychological connection with the organization; 
solid trust between the individual and the organization. According to experts, engagement can be considered a mix of 
several components: motivation, satisfaction, belonging, commitment, pride. The interviews also allowed to identify the 
main company actors influencing engagement (top management, HR, Internal communication, direct bosses), 
engagement’s motivating and inhibiting factors and common practices which are deployed by companies to promote 
employee engagement. 

Findings from the survey show how Italian companies have a low level of employee engagement and that they 
mostly adopt disengaging relational approach with their employees, do not adopt developmental human resources 
management practices, and present an unfair organizational justice climate. These managerial approaches determine a 
disengaging workplace context leading to weakly engaged and supportive employee behavior. It emerges that, because 
of this poor approach to employee engagement, Italian companies miss opportunities of value co-creation situations 
when employees interact with company stakeholders and customers. Several contextual factors affect the managerial 
approaches to employee engagement adopted by companies. Relevant factors are the nationality of company’s majority 
owners, with Italian companies presenting a less engaging relational approach and less developmental human 
resources management practices compared to foreign companies; the listing on stock exchanges, with listed companies 
showing a more engaging relational approach and more developmental human resources management practices when 
compared to non-listed organizations; the focus on the local market, with Italian companies that operate only in the 
domestic market showing a less engaging relational approach, less developmental human resources management 
practices and a less fair organizational justice climate in comparison with multinational companies (both Italian-owned 
companies and non-Italian owned ones).  

Research limits. The survey involved professionals dealing with employee engagement in sample companies. 
They expressed their perceptions about observed employee behaviours and about the relevance of communication and 
managerial practices for employee engagement deployed in their organizations. This can be considered a limit of the 
present study, that could be overcome developing an additional study directly involving employees. This second study 
could help to assess the motivating and inhibiting factors of employee engagement directly listening to employee’s 
voice. 

Practical implications. Several practical implications emerge from the study. First, companies should pursue a 
more engaging relational approach, adopting the organizational structures and policies and managerial practices 
aimed at enhancing the employee engagement and freedom of expression. Second, they should try to create an 
organizational justice climate characterized by fairness and consistency in the procedures concerning the treatment of 
employees. Third, organizations should invest in developmental human resources management practices, overcoming 
mere administrative forms of management. 

Originality of the study. The study offers a comprehensive definition of employee engagement based on a critical 
review of extant literature. Furthermore, it represents the first study conducted in Italy about managerial practices 
adopted by companies in order to affect employee engagement. Finally, the paper develops and tests a model showing 
the linkages among contextual factors and managerial approaches to support employee engagement adopted by 
companies.   
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