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Abstract 

Employee engagement levels are critical to organizations that desire to retain a workforce 

that innovates, produces positive results, and stays committed to the organization. The 

purpose of this single case study was to explore employee engagement strategies used by 

business leaders to retain talent. The conceptual framework that guided this study was 

Deci’s self-determination theory. Data collection occurred through semistructured 

interviews with four participants within the insurance industry having three or more years 

of management experience and having a positive reputation for engaging employees. The 

participating company is located in central Indiana. Participants answered 10 open-ended 

questions related to employee engagement and retention of talent. Data were transcribed 

and coded to identify themes. The modified van Kaam method was used for analysis of 

the data. Open and honest communication between managers and employees, managers 

looking beyond words to recognize disengagement and respectful and a caring leadership 

team at all levels of the company were amongst the prominent themes identified during 

data analysis. The study findings may contribute to business practices positively by 

increasing the understanding of the importance of employee engagement strategies in a 

work setting as well as how engagement levels affect retention. The study findings may 

contribute to social change by providing leaders ideas on how to provide greater job 

satisfaction to employees, which could translate into improved professional and personal 

lives by providing employees a greater feeling of fulfillment and confidence with their 

job. 
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study  

Kahn (1990) introduced the term employee engagement as a way to conceptualize 

the physical, cognitive, and emotional connection an employee has to their job. 

Engagement levels of an individual affect organizational commitment, performance, 

motivation, trust, and energy levels of that employee (Smitha, 2013). In addition, the 

level of engagement of an entire workforce can affect perceptions of the organization, 

recruitment, retention, and eventually the profitability of the organization (Jauhari, 

Sehgal, & Sehgal, 2013).  

In order to retain talent, organizations need to build a workforce of engaged 

employees that are committed to the organization and to do so they must aspire to address 

employees’ psychological needs and not simply contemplate their financial needs (Burns, 

1978; Kahn, 1990; Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 1979). Levels of engagement for 

individuals are not always a result of their specific job; individuals who have the same 

job can have different levels of engagement (Rothmann & Welsh, 2013). Executing 

engagement strategies on a daily basis is of great importance to managers in order to 

achieve a successful workforce (Wang, 2014). 

Background of the Problem 

Engaging employees is critical to an organization’s success (Rasheed, Khan, & 

Ramzan, 2013). The success they bring an organization is due to engaged employees 

understanding the business; wanting to do the right things for their company; willing to 

attack challenges; and they are prepared to be leaders of change (Gupta & Sharma, 2016). 
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In addition, engaged employees enhance performance, innovate, and embrace change 

(Kataria, Rastogi, & Garg, 2013). Along with the positive attributes engaged employees 

bring to the organization, engaged employees become committed to their organization, 

which leads to higher job performance, positive behaviors, and lower turnover (Albdour 

& Altarawneh, 2014). Investing in engaging employees is investing in developing 

individuals who will hold the knowledge, skills, and relationships needed to create a 

successful organization (Sawa & Swift, 2013). If this investment into engaging 

employees does not occur and employees become disengaged, those disengaged 

employees start to have a negative effect on otherwise engaged individuals by being a 

burden and not doing their share of the work (Smitha, 2013). Engaging employees is an 

investment into a successful future of an organization (Rasheed, Khan, & Ramzan, 2013). 

Problem Statement 

Talented employees leave an organization when their desired career path and the 

company’s provided path do not align (V, 2013). When an organization loses an 

employee, the costs associated with recruiting, selecting, and training a replacement can 

exceed 100% of that position’s annual salary (Bryant & Allen, 2013). Because of the 

substantial cost of replacing employees, having the ability to execute employee 

engagement strategies in order for employees to develop themselves and continue their 

career within the company is critical to the survival of businesses (Massey & Campbell, 

2013). The general business problem is that losing talent can be detrimental to an 
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organization. The specific business problem is that some business leaders lack 

engagement strategies necessary to retain talent. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore employee engagement 

strategies used by business leaders to retain talent. The specific population consisted of 

four managers from an insurance organization located in the MidWest. One on one 

interviews with the individuals, observations of day-to-day interactions, and company 

documents were the source of data for the study. Interviewing, observing, and reviewing 

company documents provided insight into the individuals’ knowledge and experience 

with a given phenomenon such as execution of employee engagement strategies (Yin, 

2014). I obtained documents that gave insight into the strategies used by the organization 

to engage employees (Yin, 2014). The study findings may contribute to social change and 

affect business practices by increasing the understanding of the importance of employee 

engagement strategies in a work setting. Through understanding these strategies, leaders 

may be able to help provide greater job satisfaction to employees, which could translate 

into improved professional and personal lives. 

Nature of the Study 

The qualitative methodology is the research method I used for this study. A 

qualitative method was appropriate for this study because qualitative researchers intend 

to understand and clarify the human experience through the eyes of the humans who 

experienced it (Yin, 2014). A quantitative approach was not appropriate for this study 
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because quantitative research approaches a phenomenon from an outsider’s point of view 

instead of those directly affected by the phenomenon (Marais, 2012). Quantitative studies 

are appropriate when the research problem is more objective than subjective (Trusty, 

2011). The purpose of the current research was to understand the strategies used by 

business leaders to engage employees. Neither a quantitative method nor a mixed method 

approach would produce the desired objective results of understanding the strategies 

necessary to engage employees.  

The design of this study was a single case study in order to explore the employee 

engagement strategies used by leaders within a specific organization to retain talent. 

Qualitative researchers use case studies to focus on a particular case while maintaining a 

real-world perspective (Yin, 2014). I focused on the experience of engaging employees 

from multiple participants’ experiences. Qualitative researchers use other approaches 

besides case study including grounded theory, phenomenology, and ethnography. The 

grounded theory approach allows researchers to conceptualize what is happening with a 

phenomenon and then work backward to build hypothesis and theories to fit the collected 

data (Starks & Trinidad, 2007). A grounded theory approach would not work for this 

study because I wanted to explore different strategies individuals use to engage 

employees instead of trying to conceptualize a theory on the topic. Unlike other 

researchers, phenomenological researchers use different individual’s point of views on a 

single phenomenon to interpret a lived experience (Rocha Pereira, 2012). A researcher 

using ethnography seeks to explore how lived experiences and understandings affect a 
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cultural framework (Ronald, 2011). I did not research the culture of the participants, 

therefore, the ethnography method was inappropriate. The case study approach was the 

appropriate choice for this study in order to get a real world perspective and clarify the 

strategies used by some leaders to enhance employee engagement (Yin, 2014).  

Research Question  

RQ: What strategies do business leaders use to engage employees in order to 

retain talent? 

Interview Questions  

In an attempt to answer the research question, participants answered 10 open-

ended questions presented in a face-to-face semistructured interview.  

1. What do you believe causes employees to become disengaged in their job? 

2. How does employee engagement affect employee retention? 

3. Describe some interactions you have had with disengaged employees and what 

you did to try to get those employees engaged.  

4. In your current role and past roles, what strategies have managers used to engage 

employees? 

5. What strategies do you use to engage your employees? How are those strategies 

working? 

6. What type of evidence do you look for to know if you are successfully engaging 

employees? 

7. What type of training have you received on engaging employees? 
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8. Describe the emphasis your superiors or the company overall puts on employee 

engagement? 

9. How does the emphasis on employee engagement of your superior and the 

company overall affect retention in your organization? 

10. What additional information, if any, do you feel is pertinent to this study that may 

not have been addressed in the interview questions? 

Conceptual Framework 

The purpose for this study was to explore the employee engagement strategies 

used by business leaders to retain talent. The conceptual framework for this study was the 

self-determination theory (SDT) which Deci (1971) first introduced. According to the 

SDT, the drivers of internal motivation for employees are the psychological needs of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). While searching 

for satisfaction to the needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, employees will 

move towards the positive behaviors of being proactive, learning, and becoming part of a 

team (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). These behaviors do not always come from 

expectations of an external reward but rather an intrinsic motivation to fulfill the three 

needs (Deci, 1971). If business leaders focus on helping employees satisfy these 

psychological needs rather than focusing on offering external rewards, strategies to 

motivate employees may be more effective (Deci, 1971). Relying on external rewards for 

motivation can risk the employee solely focusing on achieving the reward rather than 

exceeding expectations with their work or potentially leading to other negative factors by 
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putting a value on their efforts that does not match their own valuation thereby lessening 

their intrinsic motivation (Deci, 1971). An SDT perspective on the issue of engaging 

employees with the intent of retaining talent will potentially give business leaders an 

increased sense of how to address employees and their needs effectively. 

Operational Definitions 

Employee Engagement. Employee engagement is a term used to express the 

amount of energy and ownership an employee puts into their job physically, cognitively, 

and emotionally (Kahn, 1990). 

Employee Retention. Employee retention is a way to understand an organization’s 

ability to retain its employees (Rekha & Reddy, 2014). 

Leadership. Leadership is having influence over other individuals and being 

motivated to achieve a certain goal (Burns, 1978).  

Organizational Commitment. Organizational commitment is an attitude 

demonstrated by employees who believe in their organization’s goals and values, who 

work hard to see their organization prosper and who have a strong desire to remain a part 

of their organization (Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 1979). 

Self-Determination Theory. The self-determination theory is a description of how 

searching for satisfaction to the needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, 

employees will move towards the positive behaviors of being proactive, learning, and 

becoming part of a team (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013).  
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Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

Assumptions 

Assumptions are ideas accepted without verification or further examination 

(Jansson, 2013). For this research, I assumed all participants were available for 

interviews, their feedback was unbiased, and their responses were clear and 

understandable. One requirement for participating in this study was to have a positive 

reputation towards engaging employees. I used the opinions of my personal contacts to 

identify participants who met this requirement and verified it through interview 

questions. I assumed the two references accurately portrayed the participant’s positive 

reputation. I assumed that participants of the study gave an honest response to all 

interview questions and had confidence that I will keep their responses confidential. I 

assumed that strategies to engage managerial staff are different from strategies for 

nonmanagerial staff. The final assumption was that all participants were willing to 

respond to questions pertaining to employee engagement strategies.  

Limitations 

 Limitations are unintended restrictions that bound the interpretation of the results 

of a study (Brutus, Aquinis, & Wassmer, 2013). One key limitation of this study was that 

I currently work in the insurance industry for an insurance carrier that may compete with 

the participants’ employers. In order to mitigate bias, I refrained from all insurance 

related questions and focused only on leadership strategies. In addition, I followed 
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research protocol closely and did not inject my own bias into the interviews or 

observations.  

Delimitations 

Delimitations are intended restrictions used in a study (Yin, 2014). The intent of 

this study was to research strategies used to engage employees. The study participant 

pool excluded upper management and those with managerial reports in order to keep the 

focus of the study narrow. I minimized the participant pool to four in order to minimize 

time and maximize the evaluation of their responses. The geographical location of the 

population was limited to the Midwest region of the United States. The final delimitation 

was that I selected the participants through purposive sampling. 

Significance of the Study 

The subject of this study was employee engagement strategies used by business 

leaders to retain talent. It is important for leaders in any industry to realize that their 

development and support of their employees affect the overall degree of engagement of 

their employees (Marescaux, Winne, & Sels, 2013). Compared to disengaged employees, 

engaged employees are less likely to want to leave their organizations (Akanno, 

Majidadi, & Radda, 2015). Due to the role employee engagement plays in productivity 

and turnover intent, leaders may be able to use this study to look at execution methods of 

other leaders in their similar situation and see the importance of executing employee 

engagement strategies (Kahn, 1990). If leaders can use this study to engage their 
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employees, the implications for social change could be longer and more fulfilling careers 

for individuals. 

A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature 

The purpose for this qualitative study was to explore the strategies used by 

business leaders to engage employees in an attempt to retain talent. In this section, I 

explored the literature for the importance of employee engagement, ways to engage 

employees, and the results that occur when employee engagement occurs. The specific 

areas of focus included employee engagement, costs of employee turnover, employee 

development, leadership styles, communication, and organizational commitment. The 

literature review includes journal articles, published dissertations, and early works on 

theories that will apply to the topic. The organization of the literature review is by topic. 

A total of 132 articles and books account for the content of the literature review, 94% of 

the resources cited in the literature review are peer-reviewed and published within five 

years of my expected completion date. The entire study contains references to 174 

articles and books including 148 peer-reviewed articles published within five years of 

expected completion of the study.  

 I used the literature to develop an understanding of employee engagement and the 

effects it can have on employee turnover. In addition, I used the literature to explore 

antecedents of employee engagement, communication, and different styles of leadership. 

The intent for this study was to explore the employee engagement strategies used by 

business leaders to retain talent.  
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I used the SDT as the framework for this study. Deci (1971) used the SDT to 

explain what creates motivated individuals. According to the SDT, the drivers of internal 

motivation for employees are the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). By using the literature and interviews to 

explore how the strategies used by business leaders to engage employees compares to the 

SDT, this study may help good leaders become better leaders and create work 

environments where employees can challenge themselves to meet their own personal 

goals.  

The Impact of Employee Engagement 

 Employee engagement is a term used to express the amount of energy and 

ownership an employee puts into their job physically, cognitively, and emotionally 

(Kahn, 1990). Additionally, engaged employees are those that are committed to the 

company’s success, their own success and are unlikely to leave (Cardus, 2013). 

Conversely, disengaged employees are those that consider their selves first and the 

organization second, they lose the connection to their employer, fail to express their 

selves through their work, and focus solely on the requirements of getting their 

responsibilities completed (Kahn, 1990). Engaging employees is important to 

organizations because engagement levels affect innovation, productivity, and the overall 

energy of the company and this effect can be positive or negative depending on the level 

of engagement (Jauhari, Sehgal, & Sehgal, 2013).  
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Classifications of employees within an organization include three groups 

depending on their level of engagement: 

• Engaged Employees – Engaged employees are those employees that know 

the organization’s goals and want to use their talents and strengths to meet 

and exceed those goals every day (Smitha, 2013) 

• Not Engaged Employees – Not engaged employees focus on tasks rather 

than goals. They prefer to complete a given task and continue to the next 

task while not performing beyond thoroughly explained expectations 

(Smitha, 2013). 

• Disengaged Employees – Disengaged employees are not happy at their job 

and promote their unhappiness to their coworkers. They undermine 

otherwise engaged employees and exude potentially harmful negativity 

throughout the organization (Smitha, 2013).  

 Antecedents to employee engagement include meaningfulness (employees 

understand why they are doing their job), safety (they are comfortable with the social 

aspects of their job including processes and organizational norms), and availability (they 

are capable of performing their job) (Kahn, 1990). Some other antecedents of employee 

engagement include competent managers, clear and concise goals, objective means of 

measuring progress, providing employees with the needed resources, and autonomy 

(Cardus, 2013). Organizational justice, organizational support, and supervisor support are 

also antecedents of increased employee engagement (Rasheed, Khan, & Ramzan, 2013). 
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One way to encourage engagement and give employees an opportunity to be 

engaged in different functions of their jobs is by giving employees specific job tasks that 

utilize a variety of skills, have significance to the organization, and offer autonomy 

(Rothmann & Welsh, 2013). Considering job fit in the hiring process will increase the 

chances of employees being engaged and committed to the organization (Mete, Sökmen 

& Biyik, 2016), and a well-designed development process is one characteristic that will 

keep employees engaged (Vnouckova, 2016). When leaders engage employees, those 

employees have improved decision making abilities and have a higher level of 

performance (Thompson & Webber, 2016).  

Levels of engagement affect employees at a personal level by how the 

organization addresses each individual’s psychological needs since employees in the 

same position within the organization can have different engagement levels (Rothmann & 

Welsh, 2013). Employees want to be engaged in their organizations and development is 

one way to get employees engaged (Cardus, 2013). Other ways to encourage engagement 

include managing employees’ stress levels, promoting personal well-being, and 

facilitating self-management (Bhuvanaiah & Raya, 2014). To be engaged, employees 

need to have opportunities to give feedback to their superiors, feel informed on what is 

going on with the organization, and know their manager is committed to the organization 

(Akanno, Majidadi, & Radda, 2015). Rewards or payments are popular attempts at 

enhancing motivation, however; they could reduce the intrinsic motivation of people 
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rather than increase it by bringing focus to the short-term goal of the reward rather than 

the long-term goal of personal growth (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004).  

Engaging employees is important to organizations because disengaged employees 

can create an atmosphere in the workplace that will be detrimental to the future success 

of the organization by affecting recruitment and retention of employees (Smitha, 2013). 

Engagement levels are critical to recruiting and retaining employees (Tillot, Walsh, & 

Moxham, 2013). However, recruitment can undermine otherwise successful engagement 

strategies if how individuals will fit with the organization’s culture is not considered 

when hiring (Ünal & Turgut, 2015). An employee whose values and goals align with the 

organization are less likely to leave the organization voluntarily and have a greater 

commitment to the organization (Memon, Salleh, Baharom, & Harun, 2014). 

Internal communications including management communicating with employees 

and employees communicating with management may have an influence on the degree of 

engagement of an employee (Karanges, Beatson, Johnston, & Lings, 2014). Leaders who 

manage employees as individuals and direct efforts towards development and 

empowerment make significantly more progress towards motivating employees than 

those relying on external rewards (Marescaux, Winne, & Sels, 2013). Empowering 

employees is a leader transferring some authority and responsibilities to the employees 

(Ghosh, 2013). Allowing employees to be involved and participate in their career and 

development creates a workforce prone to participation and collaboration (Sarti, 2014). In 

addition, a supervisor who employees can model their selves after encourages 
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engagement through their actions without having to give commands (Mohammed, 

Fernando, & Caputi, 2013). Organizations do not achieve an engaged workforce with a 

simple procedure put into place, it involves addressing all the previously mentioned 

antecedents of employee engagement in addition to others such as a positive work 

environment, inclusive leadership style, inclusive coworker relationships, fair 

compensation, fair organizational policies, and personal well-being (Anitha, 2014). 

Employee Empowerment 

 Empowering employees is the act of leaders giving lower level employees the 

freedom to make decisions and have responsibility for their jobs (Ghosh, 2013). Leaders 

who empower their employees allow their employees to solve their own issues by using 

their creativity, intelligence, initiative and allow the employees to connect to the 

organization’s goals (Pande & Dhar, 2014). However, not all employees want 

empowerment because along with having the authority and responsibility to make 

decisions comes a level of accountability that some employees do not want (Nadim & 

Amir, 2015). Giving an employee control over their work prior to them desiring the extra 

responsibility and prior to them becoming self-determined may increase stress to 

uncomfortable levels (Parker, Jimmieson & Amiot, 2016). In order to garner an 

empowered workforce, along with providing training and granting authority, leaders need 

to encourage employees to empower their selves by believing in their own skills and 

abilities (Linjuan & Stacks, 2013). 
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 Leaders can use behaviors to empower employees such as communicating the 

organization’s future goals and expectations, being a role model for how to collaborate 

and work in a team, demonstrating creative thinking, and supporting their employees’ 

thoughts and opinions (Linjuan & Stacks, 2013). Managers directly affect their 

employees’ levels of empowerment with every conversation and interaction and the 

results affect job satisfaction and customer service (Namasivayam & Guchait, 2014). 

Managers can empower employees through granting responsibility, giving access to 

resources to increase skills and knowledge and fulfilling the employees’ psychological 

needs to enhance self-determination (Verhulst & Boks, 2014).  

In addition to job satisfaction and improved performance, employee 

empowerment is an antecedent to self-determination for employees since empowered 

employees have access to knowledge that will help them improve their skills and 

abilities, obtain levels of autonomy, and feel connected to the goals of their team and 

organization (Deci, 1971). Self-determined employees are important to the organization 

because they find new ways of doing things and help organizations grow and transition to 

new stages as economic climates and marketplaces change (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 

2013). Once an employee is empowered, their creativity and job satisfaction increases 

which in turn increases the quality of service (Min, Ugaddan & Park, 2016; Ukil, 2016). 

Overall, empowerment is another way to get employees involved in the organization and 

employee involvement increases organizational commitment, employee engagement, 

creativity and job satisfaction (Ritter, Venkatraman & Schlauch, 2014).  
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Employee Turnover 

 Losing talent can cause long-term negative effects on organizations and affect the 

organization’s performance and capabilities (Cho, Rutherford, Friend, Hamwi & Park, 

2017). Talent may leave an organization based on their personal values not fitting with 

the company’s values, which indicates a lack of fit between the person and the 

organization (Memon, Salleh, Baharom, & Harun, 2014). Many other factors influence 

employee turnover such as compensation, benefits, attendance, and job performance 

(Pawar & Chakravarthy, 2014). Along with the voluntary turnover of employees, there is 

also involuntary turnover such as layoffs and firings due to poor performance 

(Hongvichit, 2015).  

Despite the reason for turnover, when an organization loses an employee, the 

costs associated with recruiting, selecting, and training a replacement can exceed 100% 

of that position’s annual salary (Bryant & Allen, 2013). The quantifiable costs of 

employee turnover include screening, interviewing, testing, wages, training, orientation, 

and technology (Inabinett & Ballaro, 2014). The total costs associated with turnover 

retention can far exceed the quantifiable expenses (Milman & Dickson, 2013). Employee 

turnover costs also include time, money, and production, along with other direct and 

indirect costs to the company (Harrison & Gordon, 2014). Potential additional costs 

include production disruptions, disrupted customer service, loss of knowledge, loss of 

experience, and loss of the remaining staff’s trust (Bryant & Allen, 2013). Additional 

effects of poor employee turnover include keeping a positive employee culture, employee 



18 

 

 

 

morale, and missed opportunities due to the distraction of losing and replacing an 

employee (Cloutier, Felusiak, Hill, & Pemberton-Jones, 2015). 

The retention of talent plays a critical role in the future success and effectiveness 

of an organization; especially the high potential employees that deliver higher results than 

their peers (Cho, Rutherford, Friend, Hamwi & Park, 2017). These high potential 

employees may be the future leaders of the organization. The responsibilities of 

management to retain talent do not differ whether the business is large or small; small 

businesses have the same responsibilities of reducing turnover as large businesses but on 

a smaller scale (Cordeiro, 2013). The loss of a talent may have more short-term effects on 

small companies because they are less likely than large companies to have a suitable 

internal replacement or resources to recruit a skilled replacement (Gialuisi & Coetzer, 

2013). However, employee retention is not out of the organization’s control and 

companies need to investigate the root cause or causes of their turnover problems before 

their turnover rates begin affecting the organization (Harrison & Gordon, 2014).  

Employee Development 

Employee development is an element of talent management. Talent management 

is the act of an organization to recruit, develop, and retain talent (Johannsdottir, Olafsson, 

& Davidsdottir, 2014). Employee development is the use of formal and informal learning 

to assist in the growth of an individual’s career (Eisele, Grohnert, Beausaert, & Segers, 

2013). Employee development requires collaboration between employees and their 

organization to enrich the employee’s knowledge, experience, skills, abilities, and 
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effectiveness (Rahman & Nas, 2013). The investment an organization places on 

employee development has returns of more productive and effective employees (Rahman 

& Nas, 2013). 

One tool that leaders can provide is a personal development plan (PDP). A PDP is 

a tool used to document and track an employee’s development process. The use of PDPs 

gives employees the ability to create a plan for their development and reflect on their 

learning experiences (Eisele, Grohnert, Beausaert, & Segers, 2013). In addition, the 

employee’s supervisor has an opportunity to work with employees to develop PDPs and 

be a motivating factor in the execution of the plan instead of relying on other informal 

ways of coaching employees (Eisele, Grohnert, Beausaert, & Segers, 2013).  

Beyond the PDP, managers can provide employees with career options and give 

career-oriented employees goals to meet and encourage them to seek feedback (Ok & 

Vandenberghe, 2016). A manager’s coaching can influence employee satisfaction, career 

commitment, job performance, and organizational commitment (Kim, Egan, Kim, & 

Kim, 2013). The coaching approach also encourages innovation through the manager 

encouraging employees to think through problems differently thus enhancing their skills 

to solve problems (Rousseau, Aubé, & Tremblay, 2013). In addition, an organization that 

provides a supportive atmosphere and values employees’ efforts will maximize the 

results of a manager’s efforts towards coaching (Kuo, Chang &, Chang, 2014). However, 

coaching does not necessarily need to come from the manager position, having 

experienced staff coach/mentor others provides a supportive atmosphere for the employee 
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being coached and provides a way for the mentor to satisfy their needs of relatedness, 

autonomy, and competency based on the SDT (Kennett & Lomas, 2015). 

Development needs differ for each individual, the needs can include specialized 

training, social competence, and self-competence but the focus of development is 

creating a long-term career plan (Ewerlin, 2013). Developing employees through internal 

channels has numerous effects including increasing the quality of the workforce and 

growing organizational commitment by showing the workforce that there is an 

opportunity to grow their careers within the organization (Jehanzeb, Rasheed, & Rasheed, 

2014). Leaders making the resources available to employees for education and self-

development empowers the employees and gives them ownership of the results (Ok & 

Vandenberghe, 2016). In addition, employees who have the autonomy to control their 

development are satisfying the psychological need of autonomy, which encourages 

intrinsic motivation (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). 

Leadership Styles 

 Leadership is a function of management that represents the style in which leaders 

influence their employees to reach goals (Udovicic, Pozega, & Crnkovic, 2014). A 

manager’s leadership style has a significant impact on the work-life of their subordinates 

as well as an employee’s organizational commitment (Almutairi, 2016; Moon, 2017). 

Leaders affect the attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors of employees with the style they 

use to motivate and influence their employees (Lopez & Ensari, 2014). The relationship 

between leaders and subordinates, the psychological empowerment employees receive 



21 

 

 

 

from leaders, and the engagement levels of leaders all affect an employee’s perspective of 

the organization (Landis, Vick, & Nova, 2015). Successful leaders continually utilize 

good leadership skills (Oke, 2013). Leaders create an environment that influences 

employees’ attitudes, motivation and behaviors (Men, 2014). Leaders react to problems, 

distribute rewards and punishments, and provide encouragement and support to 

employees (Saeed, Almas, Anis-ul-Haq, & Niazi, 2014). In addition, effective leadership 

styles improve organization productivity (Mozammel & Haan, 2016).  

Six types of leadership styles include autocratic, laissez-faire, transformational, 

servant leadership, participative, and transactional. However, leaders do not have to apply 

a single leadership style at all times; there are situations when utilizing a method from a 

different leadership style is preferred (You-De, You-Yu, Kuan-Yang, & Hui-Chun, 

2013). The skill of creating a vision and inspiring other to strive to perform better is great 

for goal setting while the focus on development and honesty make the servant leadership 

style ideal for performance appraisals (Duff, 2013). Successful leaders have knowledge 

of a variety of leadership styles and are able to evaluate the proper style to use in a given 

situation (Linksi, 2014).  

Transformation leaders can publicly offer contingent rewards at times to share the 

accomplishments of an employee (You-De, You-Yu, Kuan-Yang, & Hui-Chun, 2013). 

Conversely, transactional leaders can reprimand an employee in private to prevent 

embarrassment or undue stress on the employee (You-De, You-Yu, Kuan-Yang, & Hui-
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Chun, 2013). Autocratic leaders rely on rewards and punishments to get their employees 

to achieve their objectives (Udovicic, Pozega, & Crnkovic, 2014).  

Leaders at all levels should practice aspects of employee empowerment in their 

day-to-day interactions to increase levels of job satisfaction and the independent of 

employees in having control over their job (Verhulst & Boks, 2014). A leader that can 

use the proper method at the right time to motivate employees will get the most out of 

their employees and build organizational commitment at the same time (Akanno, 

Majidadi, & Radda, 2015). However, an insufficient leader can create a bad working 

environment, unclear objectives, poor organization of resources, and other situations that 

harm the employees and the organization (Militaru & Zanfir, 2014).  

Autocratic Leadership. Autocratic leadership is representative of a team set up 

with a centralized power authority that gives commands and motivates employees with 

rewards and punishments (Udovicic, Pozega, & Crnkovic, 2014). An autocratic leader is 

the center of everything that happens and does not delegate responsibility or oversight of 

work while also not considering the psychological welfare of their employees (Akor, 

2014). Autocratic leaders have success in task-oriented positions such as construction 

operations or low-level positions where expectations of employees are low, but the 

success may only be short term due to the toll it takes on the employees (Oke, 2013).  

Leaders tend to use an autocratic leadership style in situations when the leader has 

little control their selves over how a task is completed or high control where the 

responsibility of achieving the objective is solely on them (Oke, 2013). Autocratic leaders 
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operate with complete control over how their employees perform their duties and what 

duties they perform (Ghosh, 2013). Followers are unlikely to have a positive perception 

of an autocratic leader and place the blame for failures on their leader since they do not 

get to share the praises for successes (Lopez & Ensari, 2014). The autocratic leadership 

style is associated with managers whom give no social support to employees and only 

focus on the execution of tasks and obtaining goals (Tromp & Blomme, 2014). 

Laissez-faire Leadership. The laissez-faire leadership style resembles a lack of 

leadership because laissez-faire leaders avoid making decisions, lack influence over their 

employees, and are often absent when needed (Zwingman, Wegge, Wolf, Rudolf, 

Schmidt, & Richter, 2014). Laissez-faire leaders do not take responsibilities for their 

decisions, hesitate in taking action when required, and do not attempt to motivate or 

support their employees (Romanowska, Larsson, & Theorell, 2013). Employees under a 

laissez-faire leader are on their own to execute their objectives with little to no support 

from their leader (Saeed, Almas, Anis-ul-Haq, & Niazi, 2014).  

The laissez-faire leadership style of nonleadership differs from other leadership 

styles such as transformational that provide employees with autonomy since along with 

allowing employees a sense a freedom, laissez-faire leaders do not provide support to 

their employees like transformational leaders (Sahin, Çubuk, & Uslu, 2014; Zwingman, 

Wegge, Wolf, Rudolf, Schmidt, & Richter, 2014). Leaders with laissez-faire 

characteristics do not even go as far as to offer external rewards for meeting expectations 

as in transactional leadership; they are simply nonparticipants (Linjuan & Stacks, 2013). 
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Leaders who do not get involved with fostering of creativity, innovation, or empowering 

their followers are not involving their selves or their employees in achieving 

organizational goals (Saeed, Almas, Anis-ul-Haq, & Niazi, 2014). Laissez-faire leaders 

are not effective at leading their employees to success (Sudha, Shahnawaz & Farhat, 

2016). 

Transformational Leadership. Transformational leadership occurs when leaders 

and followers interact in ways that enhance all parties’ levels of motivation and morality 

(Burns, 1978). Characteristics of transformational leaders include (a) idealized influence, 

(b) individual consideration, (c) inspirational motivation, and (d) intellectual stimulation 

(Bass & Avolio, 1996). Transformational leaders empower followers to find new ways to 

solve problems, promote personal development, empower employees not to fear failure, 

and transform followers into new leaders (Bass & Avolio, 1996; Burns, 1978). 

Transformational leaders focus on the future needs of employees as well as their current 

needs (Saeed, Almas, Anis-ul-Haq, & Niazi, 2014). Transformational leaders inspire 

followers by voicing a positive outlook of the future and leading by example (Schuh, 

Zhang, & Tian, 2013). Transformational leaders help employees transcend their own self-

interests by making them aware of the goals of the entire organization and getting them 

involved with those goals (Mittal, 2015). They take a real interest in their employees and 

their well-being and foster a valuable level of trust (Linjuan & Stacks, 2013). Another 

important aspect of transformational leadership is that it is positively related to 
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employees being creative and having self-efficacy (Feng, Huang & Zhang, 2016; Hassan, 

Bashir, Abrar, Baig, Sajjad, & Zubair, 2015).  

A basic function of a transformational leader is to create a vision of the future for 

employees to work towards and provides them the support and resources to achieve that 

vision rather than giving commands (Zwingman, Wegge, Wolf, Rudolf, Schmidt, & 

Richter, 2014). Transformational leaders increase engagement levels in employees by 

communicating clear goals, roles, and caring for employees’ needs (Gözükara, I., & 

Simsek, Ö. F., 2016). During times of change, transformational leaders get their followers 

to identify with an overall vision of the future and motivate them to work together to 

obtain the organization’s goals and forgo their own self-interests (McKnight, 2013). 

Lastly, the inspiring and empowerment characteristics of transformational leaders 

positively relate to the followers’ well-being and motivational level (Mozammel & Haan, 

2016; Moon, 2017).  

The effects transformational leaders have on their employees include employees 

being more energetic, dedicated, and absorbed in their work (Mohammed, Fernando, & 

Caputi, 2013). The effects of transformational leaders go beyond job satisfaction, 

transformational leaders have a positive effect on the levels of engagement their 

employees demonstrate, organizational commitment, and the effort employees put into 

their jobs (Almutairi, 2016; Mozammel & Haan, 2016). Transformational leaders find 

ways to challenge and support their employees by giving autonomy while also suggesting 

creative solutions without giving commands (Sahin, Çubuk, & Uslu, 2014). 
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Transformational leaders lead by example and demonstrate high standards of moral and 

ethical conduct (Joo & Nimon, 2014). During turbulent times, transformational leaders 

are effective because they seek out new ways of doing things and seek opportunities 

despite the risk of failure (Saeed, Almas, Anis-ul-Haq, & Niazi, 2014). Transformational 

leaders lead the people rather than the results by motivating them with autonomy, 

education, and being part of a team (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). Most importantly, 

transformational leaders educate employees on the importance of achieving their 

objectives and the importance of improving themselves along the way (Burns, 1985). 

Servant Leadership. Servant leadership occurs when a leader’s primary intention 

is to service the employees’ needs over their own and to enrich others’ lives (Greenleaf, 

1970). Servant leaders promote an ethical and engaging environment for employees, 

customers, unit leaders, and followers to reach organizational goals without authoritative 

power (Baghurst & Carter, 2014). Servant leaders and transformational leaders have 

many similarities such as they influence, empower, and encourage employees while also 

focusing on communicating and listening to employees (Choudhary & Akhtar, 2013). It 

is common for servant leaders to be perceived as transformational, but the reverse is not 

as common (Washington, Sutton, & Sauser, 2014). Servant and transformational leaders 

both emphasize valuing, mentoring, and empowering followers (Burns, 1978; Greenleaf, 

1970). However, they differ in the area of focus with the primary focus of servant leaders 

being the employee needs while the transformational leader’s primary focus being to 

motivate employees to transcend their own self-interests for the betterment of the 
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organization (Mittal, 2015; Ramli & Desa, 2014). Servant leaders place the highest 

prioritization on their employees’ best interests and service the employees’ individual 

growth and development above their own interests (Jaramillo, Bande, & Varela, 2014).  

Successful servant leaders forgo their own personal egos and concentrate on 

altruistic actions and development of others (Zhijun, Jing, & Mingjian, 2015). Servant 

leaders are driven to serve their followers, unlike traditional leaders who are driven to 

lead (Greenleaf, 1970). Servant leaders possess conceptual skills, integrity, and care for 

others which are characteristics that followers will look to emulate (Liao, Liden, Meuser, 

& Wayne, 2014). Effective servant leaders create meaningful relationships with 

employees and a sense of community within teams which helps create an environment in 

which the employee feels like the organization cares and they will grow a sense of 

commitment to the organization. (Yingying & Qing, 2014). As a result, employees with 

strong organizational commitments strive to provide meaningful contributions to the 

company (Tan, 2016).  

One effect of servant leadership is an increased sense of organizational justice, 

meaning employees feel they are treated equally by the organization (Zehir, Akyuz, Eren, 

& Turhan, 2013). Other effects of servant leadership include greater trust in the 

leadership of the organization, a sense of enhanced leader effectiveness, and increased 

levels of collaboration amongst member of the organization (Parris & Peachey, 2013). 

The actions of leaders are mimicked by their subordinates and when the leader shows 

compassion and care for the employees, employees will show the same level of care and 
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compassion to the customer (Koyun, Burke, Astakhova, Eren, & Cetin, 2014). Servant 

leaders are valuable resources during change processes since the show compassion and 

allow employees to take ownership in not only their job but the change process (Sousa, 

Dierendonck, 2014). Overall, a servant leader looks to serve the employees and the 

community without concern of their own short term profits which promotes an engaging 

environment for employees to succeed (Cater & Beal, 2015). 

Transactional Leadership. Transactional leadership consists of rewarding 

followers once a job is completed effectively, waiting for things to go wrong before 

taking action, constant monitoring and transactional leaders motivate followers by giving 

them rewards that meet their personal desires (Linjuan & Stacks, 2013). By making 

promises and fulfilling those promises, transactional leaders are able to get objectives met 

with promises of salary raises and promotions while inspiring a reasonable degree of 

loyalty and commitment of their employees (Burns, 1978). Transactional leaders rely on 

contractual obligations and reward employees when employees meet these obligations 

and relate to followers with exchanges of work for valued things (Bass & Avolio, 1996; 

Burns, 1978). However, transactional leaders do not allow employees to interact with the 

decision-making process as much as transformational leaders and the transactional 

leaders rely more on rewards and compensation as motivational factors over inspiration 

and intellectual stimulation (You-De, You-Yu, Kuan-Yang, & Hui-Chun, 2013). 

Transactional leaders’ main goal is to identify and clarify objectives for their employees 
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and communicate what the reward will be for successfully achieving the goal (Saeed, 

2014). 

Leaders with a transactional leadership style succeed when they clearly detail the 

expectations of the followers and the rewards they will receive upon effective completion 

of their responsibilities (Dartey-Baah & Ampofo, 2015). Transactional leaders focus on 

current tasks and having them performed and executed correctly (Saeed, Almas, Anis-ul-

Haq, & Niazi, 2014). Once the external rewards stop or are lessened, the motivation 

achieved of the employees with the transactional leadership style is likely to stop or be 

reduced (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). 

Participative Leadership. Participative leaders seek to get their employees 

connected with their organizations by involving them in goal-setting, problem solving, 

and decision-making (Militaru & Zanfir, 2014). Getting employees involved in their 

career leads to having engaged employees (Sarti, 2014). Participative leaders focus on 

coaching, supporting their employees, delegation, and empowerment (Parumasur & 

Govender, 2013).  

The self-determination theory (SDT) provides support to participative leadership. 

According to the SDT, rather than external rewards being an intrinsic motivator, it is the 

search to satisfy the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness that 

enhances intrinsic motivation (Deci, 1971). People’s desire to be proactive, to learn, and 

to become part of a team is what motivates them to perform without external rewards 

(Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). Business leaders who recognize the importance of 
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satisfying their employees’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness can be 

more successful in motivating their employees than those leaders who rely on extrinsic 

rewards (Graves & Luciano, 2013). 

Participative leaders get their employees engaged through participation (Militaru 

& Zanfir, 2014). Leaders who get their employees engaged in the everyday thought 

processes and decision making are preparing their employees to be engaged in other 

aspects of work such as change (S & Pakkeerappa, 2014). In addition, the participation of 

employees in goal setting, problem solving, and decision-making frees up management 

resources to focus their time and energy on issues that deal with larger issues that cannot 

be delegated (Linski, 2014). By delegating tasks and responsibilities, participative leaders 

are providing develop opportunities by allowing their employees to execute strategies 

outside of their normal roles, ownership of their work, and creating an engaging work 

environment (Parumasur & Govender, 2013). 

Execution Strategy 

 Organizational leaders create strategies to communicate a high-level plan the 

organization will use to reach a goal and an execution strategy is the process used by the 

people in the organization to produce the desired results (Kumar Srivastava & Sushil, 

2014). A failure to execute strategies is the root cause of many organizational failures 

(Choi Sang, Lim Zhi & Tan Wee, 2016). The proper execution strategy is almost as 

important as choosing the correct strategy to execute since failure to properly execute the 

correct strategy will still result in failure (Mostafa, Mohsen, & Mojtaba, 2014). Effective 
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execution strategies begin with clearly defining who owns decision making authority and 

ensuring a concise flow of information to where it is needed (Nagayoshi, 2015; 

Thanyawatpornkul, Siengthai & Johri, 2016). Managers use performance management 

systems to assess, monitor, control, and revise the execution process (Kumar, Srivastava, 

& Sushil, 2014). 

 Mid-level managers are employees that have a great impact on the execution of 

strategies since they are the leaders closest to the ultimate customer and directly over the 

employees that will execute the strategy (Salih & Doll, 2013). Organizations that support 

the mid-level managers and their employees by allowing flexibility in decision making 

are ones that have the best results when it comes to strategy execution since unpredictable 

situations are bound to arise (Choi Sang, Lim Zhi & Tan Wee, 2016). The leaders who 

demonstrate a leadership style such as participative and transformational are better adept 

to successful execution since they empower their employees and get them involved with 

the decision making so that they can take ownership in the execution of strategies (Bass 

& Avolio, 1996; Burns, 1978; Militaru & Zanfir, 2014). 

 Employees want to be involved and engaged (Cardus, 2013). Organizations and 

leaders who show trust in their employee’s decision making do more than simply 

increasing the chances of a strategy being successfully implemented, they get them 

engaged and experience all the benefits of having an engaged workforce (Choi Sang, Lim 

Zhi & Tan Wee, 2016). Leaders who demonstrate the autocratic or transactional 

leadership styles remove the individual employees from the execution strategies by not 
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involving them in the decision making process (Udovicic, Pozega, & Crnkovic, 2014; 

You-De, You-Yu, Kuan-Yang, & Hui-Chun, 2013). Organizational leaders who put as 

much time and energy in the execution strategies and getting employees involved as they 

do in setting the strategy have a less likelihood of their strategies failing as those that do 

not put emphasis on the execution (Mostafa, Mohsen, & Mojtaba, 2014). 

Autonomy 

 The need for autonomy is one of the three psychological needs that drive internal 

motivation as stated by the SDT (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). Autonomy at work refers 

to the amount of personal discretion an employee has on the procedures and methods they 

use to do their job (Madanagopal & Thenmozhi, 2015). People’s psychological need for 

autonomy comes from their desire to have choices and feel empowered (Deci, 1971). 

Autonomy does not simply equate to independence, employees can have the freedom to 

make their own choices while relying on others for resources and support (Lynch, 2013). 

The amount of autonomy an employee has over how they perform their job is a factor 

that influences employee turnover (Pawar & Chakravarthy, 2014). An individual that has 

autonomy in their decision-making has a greater sense of ownership in that decision than 

a person who is coerced (Ryan & Deci, 2000). A lack of autonomy can increase stress 

and any addition of stress to a person can increase turnover intentions (Rainayee, 2013). 

In addition, a lack of autonomy can represent a lack of trust an organization has in its 

employees leading to a breakdown in organizational commitment of employees (Mishra, 

Mishra, & Grubb, 2015). 
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 A leader who allows their employees to have autonomy in their work is different 

from a leader who sacrifices oversight or control (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Participative 

leaders get their employees involved in decision making and delegate responsibilities in a 

way that empowers their employee by giving them autonomy (Parumasur & Govender, 

2013). Transformational leaders support their employees while challenging them and 

providing suggestions for alternative ways of doing things (Sahin, Çubuk, & Uslu, 2014). 

Successful transactional leaders are clear on their expectations and the tasks assigned yet 

they are still able to grant their employees autonomy in how to meet those expectations 

and tasks completed (Dartey-Baah & Ampofo, 2015). Successful leaders give their 

employees access to the resources necessary for them to increase the competence levels 

and succeed without constant oversight (Radel, Pelletier, & Sarrazin, 2013). Leaders who 

give their employees autonomy and feedback are showing those employees they have 

trust in their decision making and that level of trust will affect job performance and job 

satisfaction (Dhurup, 2015; Gonzalez-Mule, Courtright, DeGeest, Seong & Hong, 2016). 

Communication 

Communication an important tool of leaders to generate results from followers 

(Voica & Vasile, 2013). For communication to be effective, a leader must convey a clear 

message that is understood by their followers which is difficult without the proper 

executable techniques that go beyond just knowing the proper rules of communication 

(Turaga, 2016). Interpersonal (one-to-one), mass (to a large but limited group of people), 

and organizational (to the entire organization) are all types of communications that 
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organizations and leaders use to express a message (Yenen, Öztürk, & Kaya, 2014). 

Clear, honest, and consistent communication from leaders to employees encourages 

employee engagement by keeping employees focused, energized, and productive 

(Swarnalatha & Prasanna, 2013).   

Organizational performance improves when communication channels are clear 

and employees are empowered to communicate the professional and personal needs (Bell 

& Roebuck, 2015). Employees respect their leaders and the organization when there 

exists transparent communication (Men, 2014). A leader cannot expect to have a strong 

relationship with all employees, but a leader can increase the quality of communication 

with employees whom they have a low level relationship with by communicating 

expectations and roles while providing support to the employee (Matta, Scott, Koopman, 

& Conlon, 2015). Effective communication between followers and leaders can create 

strong emotional bonds with the organization and employees prefer to work where 

leaders communicate effectively and treat them with respect (Dasgupta, Suar, & Singh, 

2013). A leader’s message must be clear and consistent, but the method of 

communication is a factor that will determine whether the follower truly internalizes what 

the leader wants (Tanner & Otto, 2016). Leaders cannot overestimate the quality of their 

communications and actively participate in garnering feedback about the message they 

are delivering and the delivery methods they are using (Katsuhiko, 2017).  

The way a leader speaks and influences their followers explains the difference 

between a follower showing their true potential and forgoing self-interest as in a 
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transformational leader and a leader relying on rewards and punishments similar to a 

transactional leader (Tanner & Otto, 2016). A leader who communicates well is one who 

engages employees in conversations, gives and receives feedback, welcomes 

collaborative decision-making, listens, is approachable, and respectful (Johansson, 

Miller, & Hamrin, 2014). Leaders can build relationships amongst employees or harm 

them, but when a manager communicates in a manner that empowers employees, bonds 

them, and cherishes their knowledge, the manager builds a staff of self-determined 

individuals (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004). Despite the method being interpersonal, mass, 

or organizational, all messages must relay an honest message to the listeners in order to 

build a trusting workforce (Yenen, Öztürk, & Kaya, 2014). 

Communication is important in many aspects of leadership. Transformational and 

participative leaders use communication to define goals and expectations and to empower 

employees by sympathizing and getting the employees involved in the organization (Bass 

and Avolio, 1996; Sarti, 2014). Transactional leaders have a need to explain the 

expectations and the rewards for meeting those expectations to followers to motivate their 

employees and prevent misunderstandings (Burns, 1978). Leaders communicate their 

appreciation for employees and use their words to bond with employees to enhance 

organizational commitment (Rothmann & Welsh, 2013). Leaders communicate some 

things by not speaking to employees as in the example of when a manager does not 

follow up on a given task due to the trust a manager has in their employees and the need 

to allow them a level of autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000). However, communication is not 
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isolated to what the leader says, but it is how the leader listens to their followers and 

provides support to their employees by actively listening (Tanner & Otto, 2016). Every 

aspect of a leader’s communication or lack of communication has an effect on 

individuals, especially when leaders use their communication skills to inspire and portray 

a positive outlook to their followers (Argenti, 2017; Schuh, Zhang, & Tian, 2013). 

Organizational Commitment 

Organizational commitment is an attitude demonstrated by employees who 

believe in their organization’s goals and values, who work hard to see their organization 

prosper, and who have a strong desire to remain a part of their organization (Mowday, 

Steers, & Porter, 1979). The long-term success of an organization depends on attracting 

and retaining committed employees who carry out their specific job responsibilities and 

participate in innovative activities that go beyond their specific job responsibilities 

(Shahid & Azhar, 2013). Leadership is an important aspect that affects organizational 

commitment of employees (Almutairi, 2016; Choi Sang, Lim Zhi & Tan Wee, 2016). A 

supportive organization that contributes to an employee’s feelings of approval, esteem, 

and affiliation increases organization commitment (Rothmann & Welsh, 2013). An 

employee’s commitment increases when the organization invests in the employee’s future 

by offering career development opportunities and ways for self-improvement (Jehanzeb, 

Rasheed, & Rasheed, 2014). In contrast, employees’ commitment levels decrease during 

a merger or acquisition when the future and the company’s commitment is in question 

(Hung & Wu, 2016).  
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When an employee has a strong commitment to the organization, they begin to 

identify with the goals and values of the company and can work through tough times 

when their personal satisfaction is wavering (Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 1979). An 

employee who views their work as meaningful and that they have influence over their 

work will tend to have an increased feeling of organizational commitment of those who 

view their jobs as meaningless (Tan, 2016). An employee’s commitment to an 

organization grows stronger when they feel like they can trust the organization, feel safe, 

and empowered (Sahin, Çubuk, & Uslu, 2014). The amount of autonomy given to 

employees is an indicator of the level of trust and organization has for its employees 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000). Affording employees a certain amount of freedom of choice is a 

way to indicate trust in the employee’s decisions (Mishra, Mishra, & Grubb, 2015). 

Empowering employees with a sense of ownership and connectedness to the 

organization’s goals increases commitment (Nadim & Amir, 2015). 

Job satisfaction, management style, trust, values, culture, diversity, and leadership 

are all amongst dimensions that are desirable to employees and influence organizational 

commitment (Shahid & Azhar, 2013). The promotions, rewards, and the amount of 

investment the organization puts into its employees’ development are all means of 

communicating what the organization values and drives commitment (Ortega-Parra & 

Miguel Ángel Sastre-Castillo, 2013). Organizations that value autonomy, creativity, 

flexibility, and being supportive of employees are executing a message that encourages 

commitment (Sahin, Çubuk, & Uslu, 2014). Support by not only the organization but also 
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their coworkers has a positive impact on an employee’s engagement levels and in 

addition, a positive influence on their organizational commitment due to being in a 

bonding relationship with coworkers (Rothmann & Welsh, 2013). To a further extent, in 

addition to autonomy, organizations valuing knowledge and relationships encourage 

commitment from self-determined talent (Deci & Vansteenkiste, 2004; Sahin, Çubuk, & 

Uslu, 2014). 

Mid-level managers play a crucial role in how employees perceive their 

organization and their individual roles (Salih & Doll, 2013). The manager is likely to be 

viewed as a representative of the organization and the relationship an employee has with 

their manager is a representation of the relationship that employee has with the 

organization (Wang, 2014). The manager’s everyday interactions are opportunities to 

influence the perceptions employees have of the organization’s attitude towards them 

(Choi Sang, Lim Zhi & Tan Wee, 2016). Any leadership behaviors that build trust, 

inspire creativity, inspire individuals to achieve their goals and empower employees are 

behaviors that support organizational commitment (Garg & Ramjee, 2013).  

Transition  

In Section 1, I detailed the research problem of this doctoral study. I used the 

foundation and background to present the concerns of an organization that lacks the 

ability to execute strategies intended to engage employees. The problem statement 

contains the general and specific business problem and the purpose statement includes an 

explanation of the research method, design, and participant selection process. I presented 
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justification for the research problem in the literature review using data collected about 

employee engagement, leadership styles, and organizational commitment. Section 2 of 

this study is an outline of the research I performed and details areas of the research I 

summarized in the first section. I formally present the collected data and application of 

the findings in Section 3. 
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Section 2: The Project 

The focus for this qualitative case study was to explore the employee engagement 

strategies used by business leaders to retain talent. I collected data from four managers in 

underwriting, marketing and specialty departments of large commercial insurance 

companies. Understanding the employee engagement strategies of leaders may assist in 

furthering the ability to retain employees and create satisfying careers for individuals. 

This section covers (a) the restatement of the purpose, (b) the role of the researcher, (c) 

research participants, (d) research method and design, (e) population and sampling, (f) 

ethical research, (g) data collection instruments, (h) data collection techniques, (i) data 

organization techniques, and (j) reliability and validity of the study. Section 3 presents 

the findings of the study and their application. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore employee engagement 

strategies used by business leaders to retain talent. The specific population consisted of 

four managers from an insurance organization located in the Midwest United States. One 

on one interviews with the individuals, observations of the workplace, and company 

documents were the sources of data for the study. Interviewing, observing, and reviewing 

company documents provided insight into the individuals’ knowledge and experience 

with a given phenomenon such as execution of employee engagement strategies (Yin, 

2014). Participants remained confidential throughout the study. I obtained documents that 

gave insight into the strategies used by the organization to engage employees. The study 
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findings may contribute to social change and affect business practices by increasing the 

understanding of the importance of employee engagement strategies in a work setting. 

Through understanding these strategies, leaders may be able to help provide greater job 

satisfaction to employees, which could translate into improved professional and personal 

lives. 

Role of the Researcher 

I constructed the design and data collection process for the study to mediate any 

personal bias and ethical considerations. In an attempt to alleviate bias, the researcher 

should be open to evidence that contradicts their initial beliefs (Yin, 2014). I performed 

the interviews with an open mind and was open to all potential outcomes. Semistructured 

interviews are a trustworthy data collection technique that allows a researcher to 

understand the studied topic (Bernard, 2013). The participants were from an insurance 

company in the Midwest region of the United States that did not include my own place of 

employment. In order to gain access to the participants, I used personal and professional 

contacts as resources for introduction and as resources to validate the participants’ 

reputation in engaging employees. I avoided discussing my own career and experiences 

with the participants prior to any interview in order to minimize my impact on the 

findings.  

 I used a purposeful sampling process to select participants using my personal and 

professional contacts to find participants that meet the requirements for this study. Using 

purposeful sampling allowed me to choose participants who are relevant to the study and 
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who would provide plenty of data (Yin, 2011). Prior to conducting the study, I received 

approval from the Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB) to ensure I am in 

compliance with the ethical standards required by Walden University and any United 

States federal regulations that apply. In addition, I adhered to all ethical standards set 

forth in the Belmont Report (Bird, 2010).  

The Belmont Report contains principles that protect the well-being of a study’s 

participants (Bromley, Mikesell, Jones, & Khodyakov, 2015). I used the guidance of the 

Belmont Report to treat all participants as independent agents and avoid any harm related 

to the research process by ensuring that all participation was voluntary while maximizing 

benefits and reducing any potential risks. In conjunction with my own efforts, the IRB 

approval validated my efforts. 

Participants 

I purposefully sought managers who had three or more years of management 

experience to participate in this study. In addition, the participants must have had a 

positive reputation in engaging employees. I used these requirements to focus the study 

on employee engagement strategies used by managers towards employees and used 

participants that had enough time in their role to gain significant experience in doing so. I 

verified the participant’s positive reputation in engaging employees from the opinions of 

my contacts and the Human Resources department of the organization. This requirement 

ensured the participants provided insight into successful engagement strategies. The 

reason for these requirements was to narrow the pool to those participants able to provide 
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data that is directly relevant to the study, this step is a critical part of qualitative studies 

(Yin, 2011).  

I used personal and professional contacts to find participants that met the 

requirements for this study. I explained the study to my contacts and asked them to 

recommend or introduce me to individuals that met the requirements. To avoid ethical 

conflicts, I received informed consent from each participant and their organization prior 

to proceeding with interviews (Sobottka, 2016). I selected participants from the insurance 

industry to minimize uncontrollable variables such as variances in physical activity and 

physical location attributes. To enhance trust and openness, I fully explained the 

intentions for the study and potential benefits. I discussed with each participant their 

freedom to quit the study at any time and about the confidentiality of their participation.  

 Upon identifying potential participants, I contacted them via email. In these 

contacts, I provided participants with an overview of the study, information on the 

informed consent forms, and the value of their participation. In addition, I notified them 

of the confidentiality of the participation and the procedures I went through to protect 

their identity. After the interviews, I asked for a recommendation of others in their 

position that may fit the requirements for participation and may have been able to 

participate in the case of needed further saturation. I also asked the Human Resource 

department if they could give me any training documents or other similar documents that 

would give insight into their approach to employee engagement.  



44 

 

 

 

Research Method and Design  

Researchers use the qualitative research method to study people’s lives in real-

world situations, represent views and perspectives of participants, contribute insight into 

current or emerging concepts, and use multiple sources for evidence (Yin, 2011). The 

goal for quantitative researchers includes trying to measure results in numbers and find 

new information and is useful when the research problem is more objective than 

subjective (Trusty, 2011). The mixed method is a combination of qualitative and 

quantitative methods.  

Research Method 

In qualitative research, a researcher intends to understand and clarify the human 

experience through the eyes of the humans who experienced it (Yin, 2014). The reasons 

for using a qualitative method include (a) studying people in real world situations and 

representing the views and perspectives of those people; (b) exploring the contextual 

conditions within which people live; (c) gaining insight into human behavior; and (d) 

using multiple resources to gather a full perspective on a lived phenomenon (Yin, 2011). 

A quantitative researcher studies a phenomenon from an outsider’s perspective instead of 

trying to understand it from an insider’s point of view as someone who experienced the 

phenomenon (Marais, 2012). Quantitative studies are appropriate when the research 

problem is more objective than subjective (Trusty, 2011), which this study is not. In a 

quantitative study, the researcher attempts to quantify the findings and not fully tell the 

story behind the findings (Frels & Onwuegbuzie, 2013). The purpose for my current 
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research was to understand the strategies used by business leaders to engage and retain 

employees. I wanted to gain an understanding of the strategies by using a qualitative 

study; a quantitative study gives an explanation rather than an understanding (Stake, 

1995). Subsequently, I used a qualitative method for this study. 

Data saturation occurs when the data collection process ceases to find new data 

(O’Reilly & Parker, 2013). In qualitative research, there is not a definitive method to 

ensure saturation, but the researcher should have an understanding of the importance of 

data saturation (Walker, 2012). It is difficult to predict the number of participants needed 

to reach data saturation prior to performing a qualitative study (Kerr, Nixon, & Wild, 

2010). I began the study by using four managers as participants. I was prepared to add 

participants if saturation had not been met after interviewing the originally selected 

participants. 

Research Design 

A researcher uses the case study design to contribute to the knowledge of an 

individual, group, organizational, social, political, and related phenomena (Yin, 2014). 

When performing a case study, the researcher is able to get close to the participants and 

their day-to-day interactions (Poulis, Poulis & Plakoyiannaki, 2013). The other 

qualitative designs are grounded theory, phenomenology, and ethnography. A researcher 

using grounded theory conceptualizes what is happening with a phenomenon and then 

works backwards to build a hypothesis and theories to fit the collected data (Starks & 

Trinidad, 2007). Phenomenological researchers use outsiders’ point of views on a single 
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phenomenon to interpret a lived experience (Rocha Pereira, 2012). An ethnographer 

seeks to explore how lived experiences and understandings effect a cultural framework 

(Ronald, 2011). Neither grounded theory, phenomenology, nor ethnography allows a 

researcher to explore an insider’s perspective on a phenomenon like a case study. The 

intent for this study was to explore the front-line managers’ lived experiences of 

executing employee engagement strategies. I chose to use a case study for the research. 

Population and Sampling 

The population of this study was four managers with only nonmanagerial reports 

within an insurance organization who had a positive reputation of engaging employees 

and a minimum of three years of management experience. An adequate sample size is 

one that is sufficient to answer the research question and the quality of the participants is 

more important than the quantity (O’Reilly & Parker, 2013). In addition, purposeful 

sampling limits the population pool by limiting the field to those who are relevant to the 

study and who will provide plenty of data (Yin, 2011). Purposeful sampling gives the 

researcher an opportunity to recruit participants based on their knowledge and experience 

of a specific phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). I chose managers with nonmanagerial 

reports to focus the study on engagement strategies used on a specific group of 

individuals, front-line employees. Using my personal contacts in the insurance industry, I 

purposefully chose managers with the necessary positive reputation in engaging 

employees. Interviewing and observing four managers provided insight into successful 
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engagement strategies from the manager’s perspective and was adequate to answer the 

research question of this study.  

Ethical Research 

In order to protect the research participants ethically, I received permission from 

the Walden University IRB, approval number 09-16-16-0432147, before continuing the 

research. I obtained permission to use the study sites and the company that was involved 

in the study prior to proceeding. I presented an informed consent form to the participants 

personally, assured them of confidentiality, and detailed the intentions of the study and 

the consent form. I delivered the forms electronically. The participants agreed to 

participate by indicating “I consent” on the return electronic communication. I had the 

participants sign the consent form in person when we met for the interview. I notified the 

participants of their right to withdrawal from the study at any point from the study 

verbally or in writing without penalty. All participants had an opportunity to ask 

questions via phone or email about their participation in this study. There were not any 

incentives offered for participation to avoid coercion and I received the signed consent 

forms prior to scheduling interviews. All participants had an opportunity to review their 

responses and modify them for clarity. During this study, I put ethical standards and 

confidentiality at the forefront in order to protect the participants as recommended by 

Fein and Kulik (2011). I did not be use names of participants or their organizations in the 

study to maintain confidentiality. To assure confidentiality throughout the study, generic 

labels of Participant 1 and Participant 2 were used to indicate each participant. I will keep 
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the signed informed consent forms and interview recordings in a locked storage cabinet 

and a password protected flash drive for five years. After that time, I will destroy the 

forms, interview recordings, and all other data.  

Data Collection Instruments 

Qualitative research is useful when trying to answer why and how questions, 

unlike quantitative research (Frels & Onwuegbuzie, 2013). In addition to myself being 

the primary data collection instrument, I used interviews and observations as data 

collection instruments to allow the participants to express their behavior, relationships, 

and feelings within the phenomenon without being concerned with simplifying it to 

answers to questions on a questionnaire (Yin, 2011). I used member checking to increase 

the validity and credibility of a study by allowing the participants to review the 

representation of their responses for accuracy (Andrasik, et al., 2014; Yin, 2011). 

Observations consisted of general notes that I took about the general mood and 

atmosphere of the workplace I experienced during my time with the company performing 

interviews. I did not allow my personal bias to affect my observations by describing 

things as I see them without performing my own personal interpretations. I used open-

ended interview questions observations to collect data for this study (see Appendix A). 

Each interview consisted of 10 open-ended questions. Through these interviews, 

participants were able to express their views and all answers were interpreted fairly (Yin, 

2014). Prior to data collection, I obtained IRB approval and informed consent from each 

participant and participating company to collect the data. I expected the managers to 
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answer the interview questions using their personal experiences with engaging 

employees. I did not offer incentives for participation. 

The goal for using interviews as the main collection instrument was to explore the 

strategies used by business leaders in the insurance industry to implement successful 

employee engagement in the workplace to retain talent. I chose the interview questions in 

an attempt to answer the research question of this study which is what strategies do 

business leaders use to implement successful employee engagement in the workplace to 

retain talent. To ensure the reliability of the interview questions, I sought feedback from 

experts in case study research. In addition, to increase the reliability of the results, during 

interviews I took detailed notes of the responses and nonverbal communications, obtained 

accurate transcripts by allowing participants to review my analysis of their responses for 

clarification, and accurately coded all interviews (Yu, Jannasch-Pennell, & DiGangi, 

2011). 

Data Collection Technique 

The researcher’s purpose for interviews during a qualitative case study is not to 

gather yes or no answers but rather to gain knowledge of the participants’ lived 

experiences (Stake, 1995). I used open-ended questions during the interviews to allow 

participants to use their own words in expressing their experiences, which gives a deeper 

insight than using closed-ended questions (Yin, 2014). Using open-ended questions 

during qualitative interviews requires the researcher to be engaged in the interviewee’s 

responses and spend energy on understanding the responses given (Yin, 2011). 
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Interviewing participants provide insight into the individuals’ knowledge and experience 

with execution of employee engagement strategies (Yin, 2014). The problem associated 

with interviews is that they are intimate interactions that require trust and some 

interviewees may be reluctant to be open and honest with the interviewer (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2014). I gained trust with participants by openly explaining the goals for the 

research and the process that was taken to ensure the protection of their identity. I audio 

recorded the interviews and had the interviews transcribed by Rev.com. I performed 

member checking which gave participants an opportunity to review the analysis of their 

responses for accuracy.  

The interviews took place at a location chosen by the participants. Both the 

participant and I agreed upon the time, date, and location for the interviews. Each 

interview lasted between 15 and 25 minutes. After the interviews, I observed the 

participants in their workplace to experience their interactions with their employees first 

hand. I took detailed notes on these experiences. All participants had the opportunity to 

review their responses and modify them for clarity. The interviews gave me knowledge 

of the employee engagement strategies that quantitative research would not access (Frels 

& Onwuegbuzie, 2013).  

Data Organization Technique 

In qualitative research, confidentiality is essential (Gibson, Benson, & Brand, 

2013). I gained informed consent to audio record interviews and after receiving their 

signed forms, I maintained confidentiality by using alphanumeric codes to identify 
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participants and their employers. During recorded interviews, I only used alphanumeric 

codes and first names to refer to participants and I used Rev to transcribe the recordings. I 

will keep the consent forms, notes, interview recordings, and transcriptions in a locked 

cabinet and password-protected flash drive for five years then I will destroy all 

documents (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012). Maintaining confidentiality of the participants is 

critical to ethical research (Fein & Kulik, 2011). 

Data Analysis 

During the interviews, in order to allow participants the freedom to express their 

own views in their own words, I asked open-ended questions and all interviews were 

transcribed by Rev.com. I asked each participant the interview questions listed in 

Appendix A.  

In addition to the interviews, I observed the atmosphere of the workplace and I 

performed a literature review. I used methodological triangulation method to confirm the 

data and I ensured it was complete by checking it against multiple sources (Houghton, 

Casey, Shaw, & Murphy, 2013). The methodological triangulation method uses 

interviews, observations, and literature reviews to validate the data (Walshe, 2011). 

I will use Rev, software designed to record and transcribe qualitative data, to 

organize the unstructured data of interview transcripts and field notes. Utilizing Rev, 

researchers can record and transcribe the recorded interviews. Using the full transcripts of 

each participant’s interview, I utilized the modified van Kaam method for analysis of the 

data. The modified van Kaam method is a method to determine universal themes and 
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shared meanings (Moustakas, 1994). The van Kaam method has seven steps for thematic 

analysis: (a) grouping of significant data from the participants, (b) reducing and 

eliminating irrelevant data, (c) clustering of related ideas used to identify central themes, 

(d) identifying common themes between interviews, (e) developing textual descriptions 

for each participant, (f) developing structural descriptions for each participant, and (g) 

create a textural-structural description of the meanings of each participant’s experience 

(Moustakas, 1994). I used data coding to identify common terms, ideas, and phrases in 

the interviews and presented them during the final section of the study. 

Reliability and Validity 

Reliability of case study research refers to the ability to repeat the data collection 

procedures and get the similar results (Yin, 2014). The confirmability of a study indicates 

the ability for others to confirm the findings of the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). A 

valid study accurately reflects and represents the world being studied (Yin, 2010). In the 

next two subsections, I described the methods I used to make this study reliable and valid  

Reliability 

To achieve reliability with the study, I purposely chose the participants to assure 

they have experienced the phenomenon of engaging employees (Bernard, 2013). The use 

of one set of questions for all participants will add to the ability to replicate the research 

and confirm the results (Yin, 2011). In addition to using a single set of open-ended 

questions, I supported all inferences with valid information that is clear to all to make it 

easy for everyone to understand how I created the inferences and confirm the findings.  
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After a participant’s interview is transcribed, I member checked by having 

participants review my analysis of their responses. Member checking gives participants 

an opportunity to review the researcher’s representation of their responses for accuracy, 

which increases the validity and credibility of a study (Andrasik, et al., 2014; Yin, 2011). 

The transferability of a study indicates the ability to transfer the ideas of a study to 

additional groups in other settings and is an indication of the reliability of a study 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2014). I used concepts detailed in the theoretical framework to 

guide the analysis of the collected data to maximize transferability of the study and 

increase the reliability of the study.  

Validity 

 I used methodological triangulation to ensure the credibility, confirmability, 

transferability, and overall validity of the findings. Using methodological triangulation 

improves the validity of a case study by utilizing multiple methods of data collection and 

analysis to validate the findings (Shokri-Ghasabeh, & Chileshe, 2014; Yin, 2013). In 

addition, triangulation confirms the data and ensures that the data is complete (Houghton, 

Casey, Shaw, & Murphy, 2013). Literature review, interviews, and observations are three 

data collection methods I used to validate the data.  

Credibility refers to the level of trust a person can place in the researcher’s results 

and is proven by the researcher spending sufficient time on the topic (Houghton, Casey, 

Shaw, & Murphy, 2013). I used multiple resources such as observations, interviews, and 

review of documents to achieve credibility in my study (Stake, 1995). An expert panel of 
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researchers not participating in the research assessed this study. The approval of an expert 

panel review will give additional credibility to the data collection techniques and results 

(Di Fabio, 2016). 

Confirmability is the accuracy and lack of bias of a study (Houghton, Casey, 

Shaw, & Murphy, 2013). I achieved confirmability by analyzing literature written by 

researchers and linking their research to my findings (Di Fabio, 2016). In effort to 

increase confirmability, I supported my findings with evidence from my interviews, 

observations, and document reviews (Stake, 1995). 

Transferability is the capability for other researchers to transfer findings from one 

study to other situations without losing the integrity of the original findings (Houghton, 

Casey, Shaw, & Murphy, 2013). I described the context of this study in order to allow 

other researchers to judge the applicability of my results to the specific cases and I 

detailed the steps I took in data collection to ensure they can be duplicated (Di Fabio, 

2016).  

 A method to reach dependability in a study is data saturation, but there is not a 

definitive method to ensure data saturation (Walker, 2012). Knowing when a study 

reaches the saturation point prior to performing a qualitative study is almost impossible 

(Kerr, Nixon, & Wild, 2010). One indication that saturation has been reached is to notice 

patterns repeating in the data collected and a sense that no further data will add to the 

study (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). I used four participants and reached data saturation.  
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Transition and Summary 

The focus for this qualitative single case study was to understand the employee 

engagement strategies used by business leaders to retain employees. In this section, I 

covered (a) the restatement of the purpose, (b) the role of the researcher, (c) research 

participants, (d) research method and design, (e) population and sampling, (f) ethical 

research, (g) data collection instruments, (h) data collection techniques, (i) data 

organization techniques, and (j) reliability and validity of the study. Section 3 contains a 

summary of the data, analysis of the data, and the findings from the data. In addition, I 

explained how the findings of this study will potentially influence business and society. 

The section concludes with recommendations for future research. 
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change 

Overview of Study 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore employee engagement 

strategies used by business leaders to retain talent. I conducted four semistructured 

interviews with four managers in the insurance industry who had three or more years of 

management experience and a positive reputation for engaging employees. I gathered 

data from the participants through face-to-face semistructured interviews, observations of 

day-to-day interactions and review of a company survey.  

The interviews took place in a private meeting room at the company’s facility. 

The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and then coded. I used Microsoft Excel 

to organize the data and to identify the major themes from the interviews. I was able to 

triangulate the data within Microsoft Excel by comparing the data, themes, documents, 

and codes.  

The study findings may contribute to social change and affect business practices 

by increasing the understanding of the importance of employee engagement strategies in 

a work setting. Through understanding these strategies, leaders may be able to help 

provide greater job satisfaction to employees, which could translate into improved 

professional and personal lives by providing a greater sense of fulfillment and confidence 

in their careers. 
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Presentation of the Findings 

The overarching question for this study was: What strategies do business leaders 

use to engage employees to retain talent? I categorized themes from my findings and 

identified strategies used by leaders to engage employees to retain talent. I interviewed 

four managers with semistructured interviews consisting of nine questions. The average 

interview lasted 15 minutes. I reached data saturation during the fourth interview. After 

the fourth interview, no new information emerged and no further interviews were needed. 

Once I completed the interviews, I used Rev software to transcribe the recordings. I 

emailed the transcripts to the participants and gave each participant a week to amend or 

correct the transcriptions. After I had reviewed the approved transcripts, I sent each 

participant my interpretations of the data to ensure I understood what they were 

attempting to convey in their interviews.  

The study findings may be of interest to the leaders of other organizations who are 

interested in building and retaining an engaged workforce. In this section, I described the 

purpose of each question and detailed the responses received from each participant. Then, 

I provided a description of the emerging themes and described how the themes related to 

the conceptual framework and literature. The primary research question addressed in this 

study was: What strategies do business leaders use to engage employees to retain talent? I 

developed the interview questions to gain an understanding of employee engagement 

strategies used to retain talent. 
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Interview Questions 

I designed the interview questions to give the participants the opportunity to 

express their perspectives on employee engagement strategies used to retain talent. I 

purposely chose each question to get a response on the different aspects of engaging 

employees from each participant. Semistructured interviews are a trustworthy data 

collection technique that allows a researcher to understand the studied topic (Bernard, 

2013). I detail the participants’ responses to each question in the following subsections.  

Interview Question 1  

The first question I asked the participants was, “What do you believe causes 

employees to become disengaged in their job?” The purpose of Question 1 was to 

understand the participant’s knowledge of employee engagement and their experience 

with identifying disengaged employees. Disengaged employees do not put the company’s 

interest over their own, they are not committed to their employer, they lose interest in 

their job, and they do not put additional effort into their jobs except to complete what 

they need to complete to satisfy their job descriptions (Smitha, 2013). Disengaged 

employees have a negative impact on other employees and can cause otherwise engaged 

employees to become disengaged due to those employees having to do more to make up 

for the lost efforts of the disengaged (Moreland, 2013). 

Participant 1 places a lack of respect from the employee as an antecedent of 

disengagement. Lack of respect for the company, the leaders of the company or their 
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direct managers. Participant 1 believes the level of respect for the company and the 

leaders of the company is the cause of disengagement. 

Participant 2 placed the manager as the source of disengagement for employees. 

According to Participant 2, managers who do not focus on employees over the bottom 

line and do not care about their employees as people cause disengagement. Participant 2 

also mentioned that managers who look at their employees as workers and not as a team 

will have a team of disengaged employees. 

Participant 3 linked the lack of recognition to disengagement. Participant 3 noted that 

in addition to recognition, the lack of appreciation from the managers and company and 

lack of enjoyment in the job are antecedents to employee disengagement. Participant 3 

believes all of these aspects can be described as job fulfillment. 

Participant 4 described the manager and employee not being a fit for one another as a 

potential cause for disengagement. The manager and the employee may each be doing 

things right but the management strategy used may just not be a good fit for the 

employee. According to Participant 4, disengagement could be caused by the company 

culture not being a good fit for the employee. Another factor mentioned by Participant 4 

that could cause disengagement is the employee not enjoying the routine of their job, 

which will ultimately cause the employee not to be satisfied with their job.  

All 4 participants mentioned the manager as a cause for disengagement. A 

manager’s lack of respect for employees, discouragement, and a lack of appreciation 

were all mentioned as antecedents of disengagement caused by managers. All participants 
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included that managers only caring about the bottom line rather than employees was an 

antecedent of disengagement.  

Interview Question 2  

The second question I asked the participants was “How does employee engagement 

affect employee retention?” The purpose of Question 2 was to give the participants an 

opportunity to express their opinions on the impact of employee engagement on retaining 

talent. Leaders need to find the causes of employee retention problems before their 

turnover rates begin affecting the organization (Harrison & Gordon, 2014). All 

participants agreed that engagement greatly affects employee retention. All participants 

linked employee engagement with job fulfillment. Also, they all noted that once an 

employee becomes fulfilled at their job, they are less likely to leave than those who are 

unfulfilled. 

Participant 1 believes all employees want their basic needs fulfilled. Participant 1 

included compensation, benefits, and location as basic needs but stated that once a leader 

can meet those needs, engaging employees will increase the likelihood talent being 

retained. Participant 2 exemplified their belief in engaging employees by noting the 

tenured staff she has in place. Participant 2 mentioned that numerous employees have 15 

or more years and they believe this is contributable to both hers and the company’s focus 

on engaging employees.  

Participant 3 made the following comment to highlight the connection between 

engagement and retention, “I think if employees are disengaged they are going to look for 
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another job. If they're engaged they're going to look for future opportunities, figure out 

ways that they can become more involved and help the company grow.” Participant 4 

mentioned that engaged employees are not typically the ones looking for different jobs. 

For example, Participant 4 described the entrepreneurial style of leadership style within 

the company. Participant 4 detailed that several employees are the only people within the 

company that do a certain operation and therefore, they run that area as their own 

business.  

Interview Question 3   

The third request I had for the participants was, “Describe some interactions you have 

had with disengaged employees and what you did to try to get those employees engaged”. 

The purpose of Question 3 was to allow the participants to describe their personal 

experiences with engaging employees. Antecedents of employee engagement include 

competent managers, clear and concise goals, objective means of measuring progress, 

providing employees with the needed resources, and autonomy (Cardus, 2013). 

Participant 1 described definitive goals as a means to encourage employee 

engagement. Participant 1 explained that when there are definitive goals employees work 

together to find new ways to meet those goals. Participant 1 added that showing 

employees their progress towards reaching their goals allows employees to monitor their 

work and see what effects their results. Participant 1 experienced an employee who was 

engaged while being monitored but was disengaged when he was not monitored. One 

method Participant 1 used to engage this employee was to add measurements and detail 
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very specific goals, clarifying the goals motivated the employee to be productive while 

no one was watching because they had targets they were trying to meet. 

Participant 2 does not currently have disengaged employees on their team, but 

previously, did have one disengaged employee. Participant 2 explained that the employee 

had a different type of background from their current job, and they were not familiar with 

a job without clear black and white concepts. Participant 2 recognized that the employee 

was not enjoying their job and not understanding the concepts. Instead of reprimanding 

the employee for not meeting the expectations, Participant 2 was honest with the 

employee and let them know that this job may not be a good fit for them. Participant 2 

was able to help the employee find a new position outside of the company and, to this 

day, that employee is still there. This scenario Participant 2 detailed showed how job fit is 

a factor in employee engagement levels.  

Participant 3 stressed the importance and difficulty of identifying disengaged 

employees. Participant 3 noted that identifying disengaged employees can be difficult 

because there may be outside factors, such as something going at home, or numerous 

other factors outside of work that causes short term disengagement. Participant 3 uses 

open communication in identifying the root causes of disengagement. According to 

Participant 3, managers within the participating company will try to talk to the employee 

about their day to day operations, what they like doing, what they would want to do in a 

perfect world, and try to gain insight into whether something can be done to engage the 

employee and try to find ways to make that happen. Participant 3 explained that 
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understanding the concerns of the employees and the cause will allow leaders to find out 

if the employee is simply not a good fit for the role for the company or if there is 

something else fostering the disengagement. 

Participant 4 asks many questions to identify disengaged employees and get to the 

root causes of their disengagement. Participant 4 continued by saying that once a leader 

identifies a disengaged employee, the leaders in the participating organization will 

establish options for the employee to get them reengaged. If none of the options work, 

then planting ideas that the employee may want to look into finding another position that 

will work out better for them is the next move. Participant 4 described one move the 

leaders of the company currently make that may lead to an engaged staff is that they 

make sure the employee is a good fit for the job and the company before hiring. 

Participant 4 said that they spend a lot of time talking with the employee to make sure 

everyone will be happy.  

Participants 2, 3, and 4 all mentioned job fit as a driver of engagement and was the 

main cause for their interactions with disengaged employees. Participant 3 and 4 

described the importance of open communication with employees to gain knowledge of 

the root causes of disengagement and described that finding the root causes of 

disengagement is important because the cause may not be in the workplace but rather 

something happening in their personal lives.  
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Interview Question 4  

The fourth question I asked the participants was, “In your current role and past roles, 

what strategies have managers used to engage employees?” The purpose of Question 4 

was to allow the participants to describe employee engagement strategies they have seen 

used by other managers. Employee engagement is important to leaders within 

organizations because engagement levels affect innovation, productivity, and the overall 

energy of the company and this effect can be positive or negative depending on the level 

of engagement (Jauhari, Sehgal, & Sehgal, 2013). 

Participant 1 mentioned that they have never had a manager who focused on 

employee engagement. However, Participant 1 did describe how fellow managers within 

their prior employer worked together to create engagement strategies for their employees, 

and it was successful. Participant 1 described the engagement strategies as utilizing 

definitive goals and open communication to reengage employees.  

Participant 2 was engaged by their mentor when they first started in the profession. 

Participant 2 detailed that each day their mentor would go around and spend time with 

every employee no matter how busy he was. Participant 2 also noted that their mentor got 

to know everyone personally, and this method had a huge impact on how they manage 

currently. Participant 2 mentioned that at their current company, the leader does the same 

thing but they did have an experience with a manager who did not get to know the 

employees and it was a very disconnected team. Participant 2 took that as an example of 

how not to lead.  
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Participant 3 noted that they have seen past managers discuss employees’ goals and 

where they want to go with their career. Participant 3 noted that these discussions 

included what the employee liked in their job and a combination of short and long-term 

goals of the employee. Participant 3 also mentioned that conversations were directed 

towards the personal life of the employee and included finding out what is going on that 

could affect their job. Participant 3 described managers as wanting to find out what they 

could do to make the employee’s work-life balance better. Participant 3 has seen this 

show of caring for the employee has gone a long way in developing loyalty.  

Participant 4 breached this question during Question 3 by discussing how the 

company currently puts a heavy focus on reviewing employees before hiring and 

listening to employees on what they can do better towards engagement. Participant 4 

mentioned focusing on an employee’s fit for the job and that it is the biggest strategy they 

have seen that impacts engagement.  

Participants 2, 3, and 4 all mentioned communication being the tool commonly used 

by their current and past managers to encourage engagement. They also mentioned that 

managers have communicated goals, along with how their employees’ jobs affect the 

company’s goals. They stated that managers who provide resources to the employees to 

do their job successfully have made positive impacts on their engagement levels.  

Interview Question 5 

The fifth question I asked the participants was, “What strategies do you use to engage 

your employees and how are those strategies working?” The purpose of Question 5 was 



66 

 

 

 

to provide an opportunity for the participants to share the strategies they use to engage 

employees. All participants explained ways they and the company treat their employees 

rather than specific actions they took with their employees.  

Participant 1 finds open communication and regular one-on-ones with employees to 

be very effective. Participant 1 mentioned that knowing what your employees are doing 

and what motivates them goes a long way towards building trust and having them feel 

good about work. Participant 1 also noted that the communication aspect is in addition to 

the multiple means of measuring results and progress discussed during Question 1.  

Participant 2 believes strongly in putting the employees first, and by doing that, they 

will put customers first. Participant 2 mentioned that putting employees first means to 

make it a primary responsibility to make sure employees have the tools and the resources 

to do their jobs. Participant 2 elaborated by saying that if an employee comes to a 

manager for assistance, the manager should stop the current task and help, unless 

engaged in a time-sensitive task. Participant 2 stated that supporting employees through 

education and making sure they have the technology to perform their job are additionally 

important. Participant 2 added that the leadership of the participating organization is very 

supportive of education and providing travel funds to go places to support the employees’ 

growth.  

 Participant 3 described how it is important to figure out what people want to do 

and what can be done to help them get where they want to go in their career. Participant 3 

explained that being flexible at work and accommodating for an employee’s changing 
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needs is critical to engagement. Participant 3 added that there are times when no matter 

what a manager does, it appears that the employee has other things going on and they 

would not be happy no matter what the manager did for them. 

Participant 4 spoke about a new employee that recently started with the company. 

Participant 4 described the employee as engaged and that the company’s leadership is 

trying to give them responsibility. Participant 4 added that the company’s leadership is 

also trying to let the new employee know that she is supported and that she is not alone, 

which is important, especially for the younger generation who needs assistance from 

more seasoned employees. Participant 4 mentioned giving employees positive feedback 

when they do something well and critical feedback if something needs to be corrected is 

important. All the while, letting them know their feedback is because the company cares 

about their growth. According to Participant 4, the strategies described have worked well, 

but regular check-ins are important. Participant 4 explained that check-ins may be 

monthly at first and may reduce to quarterly as employees get more comfortable in their 

new situation.  

All participants use regular one-on-one meetings and communication in their 

employee engagement strategies. All participants make sure their employees have the 

resources necessary to do their job and make sure employees know that management 

cares about them. Also, all participants focus on their employees and listen to them to 

discover what motivates each employee. The engagement strategies being used by all 
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participants are working well. All participants referred to the low turnover within the 

organization and a happy and engaged staff as examples of their success.  

Interview Question 6  

The sixth question I asked the participants was, “What type of evidence do you look 

for to know if you are successfully engaging employees?” The purpose of Question 6 was 

to identify characteristics the participants look for to identify an engaged employee. All 

participants varied in their responses, but they were all similar in the fact that it takes 

close observation to measure engagement levels. 

Participant 1 looks for participation from employees to gauge employee engagement 

levels. Participant 1 noted that leaders see positive progress in the results when 

employees are engaged. Participant 1 also mentioned that a negative aspect of 

measurements is that employees gear their efforts towards those measurable objectives 

and tend to disregard areas of their work that are not measured. Participant 1 described an 

experience with employees focusing heavily on the measurable objectives. Participant 

one described that the management team saw the majority of the people were hitting the 

goals, which was the plan, however, when it came to compensation and rewards, it was 

difficult to reward everyone at the same time equally due to upper management not being 

on board for a very successful and engaged department. In Participant 1’s opinion, the 

reward system became demotivating, and the employees were not supportive of the 

system.  
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In Participant 1’s past organization, to create measurements, the managers focused on 

IT methods to automate things such as timing turnover times on quotes and service 

levels. Participant 1 mentioned that the ability to measure progress allowed management 

to compare levels of service between employees, and having subjective goals allowed 

everyone to get engaged. Participant 1 added that the method of creating measurements 

created a lot of positive activity and was very motivating. 

Participant 2 looks for the comfort levels of employees when analyzing employee 

engagement levels and how employees feel about coming to the manager with questions. 

Participant 2 mentioned that a manager who is respected by their employees will hear 

things through others about people’s happiness. Participant 2 noted that noticing an 

employee backstabbing to boost their reputation is a signal of an employee not putting the 

company first. Participant 2 described that the number one way to identify engaged 

employees is looking for those that concentrate on the betterment of others, and added 

that if an employee is unwilling to help others, it is typically a sign of disengagement.  

Participant 3 mentioned they look for the behavioral component of employees. 

Participant 3 elaborated by saying that the behavioral components they look for to 

indicate engagement include eagerness, interest in new projects, offering to help others, 

overall happiness, positivity and appearance of enjoying work. Participant 4 identified 

enthusiasm for the work and body language as indicators of engaged employees. 

Participant 4 mentioned that they can usually tell when someone is about to quit from the 

way they look in the hallway. Participant 4 mentioned they have only seen one employee 
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leave that was a complete surprise. Participant 4 described the employee’s behavior that 

left as someone who would always smile, but that taught the participant not to trust a 

smile and to always keep an eye out for indicators in employees’ body language. 

Participants 1, 3, and 4 all focus on the employee’s nonverbal cues to measure 

engagement. Participant 4 has learned you cannot always trust an employee’s smile to 

gauge engagement. Participant 4 looks for body language and enthusiasm. Participant 3 

looks for behavioral components in employees such as interest in new projects, how 

easily they get distracted, and willingness to help others as indicators of engagement. 

Participant 2 looks for their decision making as a factor of engagement and added that 

engaged employees make decisions that benefit their selves and the company. Participant 

1 looks at results and participation to measure engagement levels.  

Interview Question 7  

The seventh question I asked the participants was, “What type of training have you 

received on engaging employees?” The purpose of Question 7 was to explore the training 

participants have received on engaging employees. Participants 1 and 2 both had some 

type of training while Participants 3 and 4 have not participated in training regarding 

employee engagement. 

Participant 1 has experienced a series of courses put on by the members of the HR 

department at their previous organization. Participant 1 described that the courses 

encompassed reading a book, watching some movies, participating in practice cases and 

then going out and implementing what they learned on their employees. During the 
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course, Participant 1 learned that with the fully engaged employees, they were to leave 

them alone outside of recognizing the positive things they are doing. The instructors of 

the course also taught participants to identify the engaged but not fully engaged 

employees who are those who are very productive, very efficient, and good at their job 

but not passionate about their work. Participant 2 took several Stephen Covey training 

courses along with multiple other training courses throughout the years. The biggest 

impact on Participant 2’s management style was outside reading of Jesus CEO.  

Participants 3 and 4 had not received training on engaging employees. They both 

mentioned that they learned on the job by watching their superiors. Participant 2 

participated in some formal training but learned the most by reading books on leadership.  

Interview Question 8  

The eighth request I had for the participants was, “Describe the emphasis your 

superiors or the company overall put on employee engagement”. The purpose of 

Question 8 was to gain insight into the culture of the company towards employee 

engagement. All four participants said the company places a strong emphasis on 

engagement and the managers are frequently discussing engagement. 

Participant 1 does not see a lot of action from the leaders in their current organization 

towards engagement. Participant 1 has noticed that there is a lot of talking about 

engagement from leadership within the organization, but engagement levels are currently 

high with minimal effort. Participant 1 noted that the company is wanting to do more for 

engagement, and they are talking about the necessary next steps. In Participant 1’s prior 
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company, leaders put a lot of energy and investment in employee engagement. According 

to Participant 1, when the efforts started paying off, and employees responded, the 

company failed to reward these efforts. Participant 1 explained that instead of rewarding 

the new behaviors, upper management made them the new standard. Participant 1 noted 

that the new behaviors by the staff dramatically raised the expectations, which caused 

employees to disengage and created ill will between employees and leadership.  

Participant 2 mentioned the fact that the organization was recently named as one of 

the best companies to work for in their state, and that leadership within the organization 

supports education, employees enjoying their work and taking vacations. Participant 2 

shared that the organization’s leaders respect employees’ families and the leaders rally 

around employees when they are in need.  

Participant 3’s manager talks about engagement regularly. Participant 3 mentioned 

discussions include employees’ happiness and if they feel an employee is long-term or 

short-term. Participant 3 said the company used an example of the tenured staff as the 

company’s emphasis on engagement.  

Participant 4 categorized the organization’s leadership emphasis on employee 

engagement as strong. Participant 4 described that the staff of the organization runs very 

lean. Therefore, there are not a lot of backups for positions. Participant 4 stated that 

paying attention to engagement levels is critical because of the large impact of an 

employee leaving a small company.  
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All the participants stated the company emphasized engagement. Only Participant 2 

could explain how the company shows this emphasis beyond talking about engagement. 

Participant 2 detailed the company’s support for education, support of vacation and 

respect for the family as means of emphasizing employee engagement.  

Interview Question 9  

The ninth question I asked the participants was, “How does the emphasis on 

employee engagement of your superior and the company overall affect retention in your 

organization?” The purpose of Question 8 was to allow the participants to describe how 

the company’s culture affects retention of talent. 

In Participant 1’s prior company the emphasis on engagement had helped 

engagement. Participant 1 described that in the past, upper managers were very 

disengaged from their employees and employees did not feel upper management cared 

for employees and they lacked confidence in them. Participant 1 added that people felt 

the new upper management got there due to seniority and not due to skill or talent. 

Participant 1 explained the lack of respect for management lead to employees not 

respecting management and this caused employees to leave the organization. Participant 

1 detailed that middle management stepped in and had more control, that is when 

retention increased as a result of increased stress on engagement.  

Participant 2 described that when they first started with the organization, the former 

president did not place much emphasis on engagement and turnover was extremely high 

at around 60%. 16 or 17 years ago employees rallied together to express their 
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unhappiness. Participant 2 detailed that board listened and brought in a new human 

resources person and brought in new leadership. Participant 2 explained that the fact the 

individuals on the board listened to the employees is an example of the members of the 

board’s focus on employees. The turnover is now very low because employees do not 

leave, according to Participant 2.  

Participant 3 believes the emphasis the company puts on engagement has had a great 

impact on retention. Participant 3 mentioned that employees have been with the 

organization for 25 or more years and it is more of a cultural emphasis on engagement 

than individual steps to get employees engaged. Participant 3 noted that everyone learns 

from one another and believes in one another, and with the close nature of the company, 

identifying disengaged employees is quick.  

Participant 4 believes over a long period, disengagement impacts retentions. 

Employees may experience short term disengagement simply due to outside factors that 

may be happening with their family or other personal issues. According to Participant 4, 

people now feel strongly about the current leadership, and if it were not like that, people 

would leave.  

All participants agreed the company’s emphasis on engagement has positively 

affected retention. All participants mentioned that there is a very tenured staff at the 

company and turnover has decreased dramatically under the new leadership. All the 

participants gave credit to the company’s leaders for listening to the staff about the low 
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levels of engagement and making changes within the company to turn around the 

retention.  

Interview Question 10  

The tenth question I asked the participants was, “What additional information, if 

any, do you feel is pertinent to this study that may not have been addressed in the 

interview questions?” The purpose of Question 10 was to give participants an opportunity 

to share any insight into employee engagement not addressed in the prior questions. 

Participants 1 and 2 added the importance of communication and focus on employees as 

being a factor of employee engagement. 

Employee Survey 

The leadership of the participating organization participates in an annual survey of the 

employees given by a nationwide publication. The survey is designed to determine how 

employees feel about working for the company by focusing on eight core areas including 

Leadership and Planning; Corporate Culture and Communications; Role Satisfaction; 

Work Environment; Relationship with Supervisor; Training, Development, and 

Resources; Pay and Benefits; and Overall Engagement. In 2015, the organization 

received the designation of the 2nd best company to work for in their state 

In the Overall Engagement section of the survey, 99% of respondents indicated they 

Agree Strongly or Agree Somewhat to the statement of “Overall, I am very satisfied with 

my employer” and 96% of respondents indicated Agree Strongly or Agree Somewhat to 

the statement “I plan to continue my career with this organization for at least two more 
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years”. With an average score of 95% of respondents responding positively in the Overall 

Engagement section, this survey gives a strong indication of the engaging culture of the 

employees within the organization.  

Theme Development 

For this study, I used the participants’ responses to form common themes related 

to the research question. The research question of this study is, what strategies do 

business leaders use to engage employees to retain talent? The following themes resulted 

from analyzing the data: (a) Job Fit, (b) Open and honest communication, (c) Going 

beyond words to recognize disengagement, (d) Lack of formal employee engagement 

training and (e) Respectful and caring leadership.  

Table 1 

Themes and Key Words/Phrases from Personal Interviews 

Themes Key Word/Phrases Participants 

Job fit can impact 

engagement 

Employee not a good fit for manager 

Employee not enjoying the routine of 

the job 

Employee not being fulfilled by the job 

Basic need of employee not being 

fulfilled 

3 

Open and honest 

communication 

Ask employees questions 

Communicate with employees about 

4 
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their engagement levels 

Find the root cause of disengagement 

Give employees options 

Regular one on one meetings 

Looking beyond 

words to recognize 

disengagement 

Body language 

Employee’s participation  

Enthusiasm 

Decision making 

4 

Lack of formal 

employee 

engagement training 

No formal training on employee 

engagement provided by the leadership 

of the organization 

3 

Respectful and 

caring leadership 

Give supportive feedback 

Monitor employees 

Acknowledge employees 

Get to know what motivates employees 

4 

 

Connecting the Findings to the Literature 

While analyzing the themes, I used the conceptual framework of Deci’s (1971) 

Self-Determination Theory. The SDT is represented in all the themes by all themes being 

supportive of the need to fulfill the psychological needs of employees. The themes relate 

to managers helping employees satisfy their psychological needs of autonomy, 



78 

 

 

 

competence, and relatedness by addressing job fit, communication, and caring for the 

employees. 

 The participants’ responses were supported by the literature found on the topic of 

employee engagement. The authors cited for this study did not detail exact ways to 

engage employees, similarly to how the participants were unable to state specific 

strategies they or the company used to engage employees. Kahn (1990), Cardus (2013), 

Rothman & Welsh (2013), and Mete, Sökmen, and Biyik (2016) all wrote about the 

antecedents of engagement and not specific execution strategies. 

Kahn (1990) wrote about fulfilling employees’ needs to create engagement which 

relates to Participant 1’s comments on fulfilling employees’ needs. Cardus (2013) stated 

that engaged employees are unlikely to leave their organization. All participants 

mentioned that engagement levels of employees impact retention in the company. 

Rothman & Welsh (2013) wrote about the positive impacts of job tasks utilizing a variety 

of skills, the employee to feel like their job is significant, and for employees to have a 

sense of autonomy. All participants discussed the need for employees to feel trusted, 

respected, and appreciated for the work that they perform. Mete, Sökmen, and Biyik 

(2016) wrote about the importance of job fit increasing organizational commitment which 

supports Participant 2, 3 and 4’s comments about the impact of the employee being a 

good fit for the job on engagement levels. Throughout the analysis of the findings, the 

views of authors of the literature aligned with the participants’ responses. 
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Theme 1: Job fit can impact engagement  

Participants 2, 3 and 4 all discussed variations of the importance of the employee 

being a good fit for the job as an antecedent to employee engagement. Participants 2, 3 

and 4 described job fit as meaning that the employee enjoys the daily routine of their job, 

conforms with the culture of the company, gets along with their manager, be a good fit 

with the employees of the organization and be fulfilled by their job. Considering job fit in 

the hiring process will increase the chances of employees being committed to the 

organization (Mete, Sökmen & Biyik, 2016). Deci (1971) supports the approach of 

attempting to find employees who will be fulfilled by their job because he mentioned that 

fulfilled employees become self-determined employees and this approach of fulfilling 

employees works better to gain results than external rewards.  

Participant 4 described how in the organization, the interviews are intense in a 

positive way to ensure that the employee will be a good fit and that the company takes a 

lot of time for multiple people to speak with a candidate to make sure the employee is a 

good fit for the company and the company is a good fit for the employee. Participant 4 

explained that ensuring that the leadership of the organization hires the right people that 

fit the job is a first step in reducing the number of disengaged employees within the 

workforce. Shahid & Azhar (2013) supports the efforts the organization’s leadership put 

forth in the hiring process by stating that attracting and retaining committed employees 

who carry out their specific job responsibilities and participate in innovative activities 

that go beyond their specific job responsibilities creates long term success. According to 
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Participant 4, a thorough interview process is the organization’s leadership’s first chance 

to make sure they hire the right people for the job and the organization.  

Participant 2 explained that they had experienced an employee that came to the 

position with a slightly different background in a position that was more process oriented 

and had black and white ways of doing things. Participant 2 was able to identify that this 

individual was not a good fit and was able to help her find a new position where she 

would be happier. Participant 2 mentioned that in addition to front-line employees being 

a good fit for the role and organization, managers must conform with the culture within 

the organization. A manager’s leadership style impacts employee’s organizational 

commitment (Almutairi, 2016; Moon, 2017). Participant 2 explained that they 

experienced a manager who failed to put employees first and did not engage the staff. 

Participant 2 noted that employees did not want to work with this manager because the 

manager failed to conform to the company’s engaging culture, and the manager did not 

stay with the organization for long. Participant 2 added that the company replaced the 

manager with someone who now puts employees first.  

Participant 1 stressed the importance of a job fulfilling an employee’s basic needs 

that include compensation, benefits, and location. Participant 1 noted that if these 

attributes do not fit the employee’s needs or wants, the employee will put their interests 

first and not engage in the organization. According to Participant 1, an unfulfilled 

employee is unlikely to put extra effort towards the company’s success and is unlikely to 

stay with the company.  
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Theme 2: Open and honest communication  

Clear, honest, and consistent communication encourages employee engagement 

by keeping employees focused, energized, and productive (Swarnalatha & Prasanna, 

2013). All participants discussed communication as a factor of employee engagement. 

Participant 1 finds it very effective to have extremely open communications and regular 

one on one meetings with employees to get to know the employees and know what they 

are doing. Deci (1971) listed relatedness as a psychological need of employees that must 

be met to create self-determined employees. According to Participant 2, in addition to 

knowing what your employees are doing at work, communicating with the employees lets 

a manager find out what motivates their employees, builds trust with them and lets them 

know that someone cares about them.  

Open communication with leaders is supported by Linjuan and Stacks (2013) 

when they said that transformational leaders take an interest in their employees and their 

well-being and foster a valuable level of trust. Participant 4 believes being able to 

communicate with employees makes giving positive and critical feedback easier and 

provides an avenue to know how the employee is feeling about their job. Participant 4 

added that by asking questions and talking with employees, a manager gives an employee 

the opportunity to express their true concerns and feelings. An employee will have strong 

emotional bonds as a result of effective communication and employees prefer to work for 

leaders that show respect and caring for their employees (Dasgupta, Suar, & Singh, 

2013). Participant 2 included another benefit of open communication with employees is 
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that you tap into the rumors that employees are saying to other employees. Participant 2 

elaborated by saying that listening to the rumors makes a manager aware of other 

employees who might be having a problem or issue but do not feel comfortable speaking 

about to a manager.  

Theme 3: Looking beyond words to recognize disengagement  

All the participants described that sometimes a manager has to look past words to 

identify disengagement in employees. Kahn (1990) described disengaged employees as 

those who consider their selves first and the organization second, they lose the connection 

to their employer, fail to express their selves through their work, and focus solely on the 

requirements of getting their responsibilities completed. The attributes Kahn (1990) 

described would be hard for a manager to recognize by only having brief conversations 

with an employee. Participant 4 stated that a smile and words could be covering up a 

bigger problem. According to the participants, recognizing body language tendencies; do 

they show interest in new projects; do they participate; do they look for opportunities to 

help others; do they find ways to distract their selves from the work; do they have a 

positive attitude, are they achieving positive results; and are they doing what is best for 

the company are all nonverbal indicators of disengagement. 

Theme 4: Lack of formal employee engagement training 

Neither Participant 3 nor 4 have experienced formal training in employee 

engagement. Participant 2 took it upon their self to take management courses and to read 

books related to leadership. Participant 1 had a few formal training courses in their past 
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organization. According to the participants, the staff within the participating organization 

are engaged, tenured, and are committed to their organization despite not offering formal 

training to employees. All participants described getting the best training from watching 

other managers and how they treated their employees.  

Despite the lack of formal training on employee engagement, the participants 

have shown traits of engaging managers. The traits align with the wide array of literature 

on the topic of employee engagement. The authors of the literature discussed the 

attributes of a successful leader. The authors who wrote literature on the topic of 

transformational leadership mentioned attributes of a successful leader. Burns (1978) 

speaks of transformational leaders as those who enhance levels of motivation and 

morality. Bass & Avolio (1996) described the characteristics of transformation leaders as 

those that include (a) idealized influence, (b) individual consideration, (c) inspirational 

motivation, and (d) intellectual stimulation. Saeed, et al. (2014) described 

transformational leaders as leaders who inspire others and lead by example. In addition to 

overlapping in their descriptions of transformational leaders, the authors also did not 

outline a means of achieving these attributes. The authors described the attributes that 

certain individuals had and learned over time with experience.  

Theme 5: Respectful and caring leadership  

A manager’s leadership style has a significant impact on the work-life of their 

subordinates as well as an employee’s organizational commitment (Almutairi, 2016; 

Moon, 2017). According to Participant 1, in the past, the leadership team within the 
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participating organization did not respect and care for the employees which lead to 

retention problems. Participant one explained that members of the board made a change 

to replace the leadership team with a new president who cared for the employees and ever 

since retention has not been positive. Top leadership are the members of the organization 

who make the decision and provide the resources to management. Participant 2 also 

stated that the leadership cares for the employees by providing managers with the needed 

resources, trust, and support to attempt to satisfy employees psychological needs, 

managers have a successful chance to create a self-determined task. According to 

Participant 2, without the support of top leadership, managers will have a tough time 

fulfilling the needs of employees. According to Deci (1971), the psychological needs of 

employees to become self motivated include autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

Participant 1 described a situation in a prior organization that demonstrated the 

results of a noncaring leadership team. Participant one detailed that the frontline 

managers had teamed up to develop a clear plan to give employees clear and concise 

objectives and developed the means to provide accurate measurements. This strategy 

engaged the staff by letting them know the expectations, however, leadership was not 

supportive and failed to give the managers the resources to reward those that deserved 

extra attention and forced the managers to raise the expectations so not everyone could 

meet them. Participant one stated that the lack of support resulted in disengaging those 

newly engaged employees and retention issues. The scenario detailed by Participant 1 is 
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an example of management taking action to satisfying the psychological needs mentioned 

by Deci (1971) but was halted by the lack of support from top leadership.  

Applications to Professional Practice 

The study findings may contribute to business practices by increasing the 

understanding of the importance of employee engagement strategies in a work setting and 

how engagement levels affect retention. Engaged employees are committed to the 

company’s success, their success and are unlikely to leave an organization (Cardus, 

2013). Engaged employees are innovative, productive, and create a positive environment 

within the organization (Jauhari, Sehgal, & Sehgal, 2013). The themes that came out of 

the interviews indicated engagement was more than simple strategies.  

Theme 1, job fit impacts engagement, indicates that engagement starts at the 

hiring process with making sure an employee is a good fit for the job and the 

organization. Theme 2, open and honest communication, is something that happens 

numerous times every day. Employee engagement strategies are not something that a 

manager does one time. Theme 3, looking beyond words to recognize disengagement 

takes constant monitoring of employees to identify signs of disengagement. Theme 4, 

lack of formal employee engagement training, is an indication that a company does not 

need to put on expensive formal engagement training to create an engaged workforce. 

Theme 5, respectful and caring leadership, is an example that it takes genuine caring to 

embrace all aspects of what it takes to engage employees. Kahn (1990), Rasheed et al. 

(2013) and, Cardus (2013) included comfort with the aspects of the job, competent 
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managers, supervisor support and organizational support as antecedents to employee 

engagement. Rothman & Welsh (2013) described that each employee has different needs, 

so it is important that managers pay attention to employees as individuals as well as part 

of the team.  

In the participating organization, the leadership team created a culture where the 

employees matter and their voices are heard which results in high engagement levels. 

Leaders who manage employees as individuals and put a focus on development and 

empowerment motivate employees more than those relying on external rewards 

(Marescaux, Winne, & Sels, 2013). According to Participants 2, 3 and 4, the retention of 

talent is a result of the leadership’s focus on engagement. With the company’s past 

successful results with engaging employees, the participants expressed the company 

appears to be in a good position to adjust to changing needs. This study may help leaders 

of organizations look at the way they communicate with employees, could give insight 

into the techniques used to engage employees, and create a culture to make leaders 

prepared to conquer new challenges when natural turnover occurs.  

Implications for Social Change 

The study findings may contribute to social change by providing leaders ideas on 

how to provide greater job satisfaction to employees, which could translate into improved 

professional and personal lives. A person’s job is a large part of their life, especially 

those who work eight to ten hours a day or more for five or six days a week. Being 

unfulfilled or dissatisfied with their job can impact employees’ quality of life outside of 
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work. Increasing engagement levels within companies will increase levels of fulfillment 

and satisfaction felt by people during the time a person spends at work leading to 

individuals feeling more confident about their careers and their companies which can 

carry over into how they feel outside of their careers. 

As explained by the participants, prior leaders of the participating organization 

did not create a culture of engagement, and they experienced high levels of turnover. The 

participants recalled that the board listened and replaced upper management with a team 

that would create the culture that engaged employees. According to Participant 1, the 

change in leadership at the company occurred 16 years ago and in the next couple years 

the company will have numerous employees retiring with over 15 years of experience in 

the organization. The change in management and the resulting increase in retention is 

evidence that a culture that engages employees has a positive effect on the feelings of 

fulfillment of employees. If more leaders of organizations could embody an engaging 

culture, fewer people would be unhappy at their job and enjoy their lives more which 

would positively impact their life away from work.  

Recommendations for Action 

Top management within organizations and human resource departments may be 

interested in taking note of the leadership in the participating organization’s success in 

engaging employees and creating a committed workforce. The leadership within the 

participating organization took steps to put the right people in the right places. Engaging 

employees is more than independent strategies or training. The culture which supports 
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and encourages employee engagement starts at the top. Training and a continuous focus 

on engagement will give the managers the tools necessary to reengage those disengaged 

employees and ensure that managers will have the tools necessary to engage future 

employees. Also, formal training and formal tools will provide support to managers when 

they get into situations that they have not dealt with before and give them the tools to 

grow and learn while keeping them engaged as well. Engagement starts with 

conversations at the highest levels of leadership and disseminated across the organization. 

The lack of formal training put on by the leadership within the participating 

organization is an example of how an engaging culture will impact all levels of 

employees and create an environment of people who will groom others to be engaging. 

Disengaged leadership that does not embrace employee engagement can negatively 

impact all of those below them or around them. The individuals I interviewed learned 

mostly from watching other leaders and either learned what to do or what not to do. Talks 

about employee engagement should start with the top leaders within an organization. 

Once the top leaders change the way they talk to their employees, an engaging approach 

towards employees will be filtered down through the other employees of the 

organization. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Future researchers may desire to go deeper into how to reengage employees that 

are already disengaged. The leadership within the participating company is an example of 

leadership that once had an issue with disengaged employees, but they were able to make 
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large changes to impact engagement levels. Few companies have the capabilities to make 

such drastic changes such as changing their presidents and CEOs. A deeper insight into 

smaller ways to change the culture of an organization would benefit leaders and allow for 

an easier path for leaders to take to impact the employees within their organizations.  

The leadership of the participating organization is flexible and mobile due to their 

size, and top management was able to have a close relationship with front-line managers 

and employees. This ability to interact closely with front-line managers is not the case of 

leadership within large organizations. The size of the organization is a limitation of this 

study.  

The results of this study could be disseminated during conventions where leaders 

of companies come together to discuss various business topics or by articles in business 

journals. Also, in addition to using means to address current business leaders, having the 

topic of employee engagement addressed in college courses or during conferences at 

colleges could help get the message of the importance of employee engagement to future 

business leaders. Professors could use literature written on the employee engagement to 

incorporate the topic of employee engagement into business courses. 

Reflections 

I started the Doctoral Study process with a personal bias from experiencing 

disengagement in my career and only a few engaging managers. This study gave me 

insight into a manager’s thought process on the subject. I had a preconceived notion that 

it took a formal strategy and strict action plan to develop and retain an engaged 
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workforce. In contradiction to my initial thoughts, I discovered through my experiences 

with the participants that some managers are simply naturally good at engaging 

employees and each manager has an impact on their employees and potential future 

leaders of the organization. This study contradicted my initial feelings that engagement in 

organizations need to go past talks about focusing on engagement and move towards 

actionable strategies. Upon completing this study, I now believe that communication is a 

very important part of engagement. Engaging employees takes a constant and consistent 

mindset aimed at engaging employees. It is not just something you check off a list every 

day. Every conversation, interaction, or lack thereof with employees affects engagement 

levels. Employee engagement must be imparted into every conversation starting at the 

top leadership to become part of the organization’s culture. 

Conclusion 

The focus of this study was to discover the employee engagement strategies used 

by leaders to retain talent. The literature and personal interviews confirmed that 

employee engagement does impact retention. Both also confirmed the difficulty of 

creating actionable executable strategies to engage employees. Engagement is an easy 

topic to discuss with a large-scale view but when executed, must be analyzed through a 

small-scale lens. Every individual has needs that need to be met to become engaged. 

Engagement needs to be part of the culture of the company and embraced by top 

leadership which impacts the types of communication between stakeholders within the 

rest of the organization.  
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 

1. What do you believe causes employees to become disengaged in their job? 

2. How does employee engagement affect employee retention? 

3. Describe some interactions you have had with disengaged employees and what 

you did to try to get those employees engaged.  

4. In your current role and past roles, what strategies have managers used to engage 

employees? 

5. What strategies do you use to engage your employees? How are those strategies 

working? 

6. What type of evidence do you look for to know if you are successfully engaging 

employees? 

7. What type of training have you received on engaging employees? 

8. Describe the emphasis your superiors or the company overall puts on employee 

engagement? 

9. How does the emphasis on employee engagement of your superior and the 

company overall affect retention in your organization? 

10.What additional information, if any, do you feel is pertinent to this study that may 

not have been addressed in the interview questions? 
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