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Abstract:

Employee engagement has emerged as one of the most studied constructs in human resource
management (HRM), yet its application in the unique socio-institutional context of South African higher
education remains insufficiently theorised. This article develops a contextualised employee engagement
framework for institutions of higher learning (IHLs) in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), drawing on international
and domestic literature. a synthesis of established theoretical models including the Job Demands-
Resources (JD-R) model, Kahn's psychological conditions of engagement and Saks's social exchange
theory and an analysis of the structural, demographic and governance challenges unique to the KZN
higher education landscape. The article argues that generic, imported engagement frameworks are
inadequate for IHLs in KZN because they fail to account for post-apartheid institutional transformation
imperatives, racialised organisational cultures, constrained fiscal environments and the high burden of
student support demands placed upon academic and professional staff. A five-dimensional
contextualised framework incorporating structural enablement, psychological safety, transformational
leadership, institutional identity and reciprocal recognition is proposed. The article concludes with
implications for human resource policy, institutional governance and future empirical research in the

South African higher education context.
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Introduction

The global higher education sector faces what Schleicher (2019, p. 3) describes as a "talent paradox":
institutions that exist to develop human capital are themselves frequently deficient in sustaining the
engagement, motivation and commitment of their own workforces. This paradox is acutely felt in South
Africa, where the post-apartheid transformation of higher education legislatively anchored in the Higher
Education Act 101 of 1997 and the White Paper 3 of 1997 placed immense demands on academic and
administrative staff to not only deliver quality education but simultaneously to reimagine the institutional

cultures, curricula and student demographics they serve (Council on Higher Education [CHE], 2016).

KwaZulu-Natal presents a particularly instructive case study. The province hosts four public universities
the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN), the Durban University of Technology (DUT), the Mangosuthu
University of Technology (MUT), and the University of Zululand (UNIZULU). Academic and professional
staff at these institutions operate under conditions of chronic under-resourcing, high student-to-staff
ratios and intensifying performance management expectations, all of which create conditions antithetical

to sustained engagement (Bentley, Coates, Dobson, Goedegebuure and Meek, 2013).

Despite the acknowledged importance of employee engagement as a driver of institutional performance,
innovation and student outcomes (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017), there is a notable absence in the South
African higher education literature of a framework that is theoretically rigorous, empirically grounded and
contextually sensitive to the KZN institutional environment. International frameworks including those
advanced by Gallup, Towers Perrin and the Corporate Leadership Council were developed in
commercial, largely Western contexts and carry assumptions about organisational structure,
psychological contract and employee agency that do not translate straightforwardly into the racialised,
bureaucratically complex and mission-driven environment of South African public universities
(Engelbrecht, 2021).

Purpose of the study

This article addresses this gap. It proceeds in six substantive sections: a critical review of dominant
theoretical models; a conceptual clarification of employee engagement; an analysis of the contextual
determinants of engagement in KZN higher education; a synthesis of these elements into a proposed
five-dimensional contextualised framework; a discussion of implementation pathways; and a conclusion

with policy and research implications.
Methodology

The study utilized a qualitative conceptual review methodology to synthesize relevant literature to

develop and contextualize an employee engagement framework for institutions of higher learning (IHLs)

WOHLLEBE & ROSS

Discover publication opportunities:
www.wr-publishing.org



https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.780
http://www.wr-publishing.org/

International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983)
Volume: 07 Issue: 09 Year: 2026
https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.780

in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN). This approach incorporated insights drawn from both international and
domestic scholarly sources. Consequently, it facilitated the constructive development of an employee
engagement framework that can be applied not only to the specific institutions of higher learning under
investigation but also to the broader landscape of higher education institutions (HEIls) across the
Republic of South Africa.

Theoretical Foundations

The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model

The JD-R model, originally proposed by Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner and Schaufeli (2001) and
subsequently extended by Bakker and Demerouti (2007; 2017) provides the most widely cited structural
account of the antecedents of employee engagement. The model postulates that every job can be
characterised in terms of demands physical, psychological, social or organisational aspects of a job that
requires sustained effort and are therefore associated with certain physiological or psychological costs
and resources physical, psychological, social or organisational aspects of a job that either reduce job

demands, are functional in achieving work goals or stimulate personal growth and development.

The model identifies two distinct psychological processes. A health-impairment process occurs when
high demands deplete employees' mental and physical resources, leading to burnout and
disengagement. A motivational process occurs when adequate job resources fuel engagement by
satisfying basic human needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness or by enabling goal
achievement. Critically, Bakker and Demerouti (2017) demonstrate that resources buffer the negative
impact of demands — a finding with direct implications for the resourcing strategies of KZN IHLs

operating under fiscal constraints.

In the higher education context, Coates (2005) and Bentley et al. (2013) identify workload, administrative
burden and inadequate infrastructure as the dominant demands confronting academic staff, while
autonomy, collegial relationships, access to research funding and career development opportunities
function as key resources. The misalignment between these demands and resources in KZN universities
where student numbers have grown significantly without commensurate staff increases (DHET, 2022)

generates a structural engagement deficit that no individual-level intervention can adequately address.
Kahn's Psychological Conditions of Engagement

Kahn's (1990) foundational ethnographic study identified three psychological conditions that determine
the degree to which employees invest themselves in their work roles: psychological meaningfulness (the
feeling that one is receiving a return on investments of self in role performances), psychological safety
(feeling able to show and employ oneself without fear of negative consequences to self-image, status
or career) and psychological availability (the sense of having the physical, emotional or psychological
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resources to personally engage at a particular moment). Meaningfulness, safety and availability interact
to produce personal engagement or disengagement. In the KZN higher education context, each

condition faces distinctive structural threats.

Meaningfulness is undermined when academic staff perceive that institutional priorities driven by
throughput metrics, Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) accountability frameworks
and managerial governance are misaligned with their professional vocation as scholars and educators
(Badat, 2010). Safety is threatened by the racialised power dynamics of post-apartheid institutional
cultures, where employees from previously disadvantaged groups may experience heightened
vulnerability to microaggression, marginalisation and reputational risk (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013).
Availability is depleted by the intersection of work demands with the biographical weight of living through

social transformation what Mama (2007, p. 21) terms "the psychic costs of decolonisation."
Social Exchange Theory and the Psychological Contract

Saks (2006) applies social exchange theory to engagement, arguing that employees engage in
reciprocal exchanges with their organisations: when organisations fulfil their obligations to employees
by providing resources, development opportunities, fair treatment and recognition employees
reciprocate through higher levels of engagement. This relational account complements the structural
account of the JD-R model by foregrounding the normative dimensions of the employment relationship.
The concept of the psychological contract the set of unwritten mutual expectations between employer
and employee (Rousseau, 1989) is particularly relevant in higher education, where employment
relationships are frequently characterised by long tenure, deep vocational identification and a high
degree of implicit mutual obligation. The restructuring of South African universities since 1994, which
has involved curriculum transformation, staff redeployment, performance management systems and
changes to institutional governance, has repeatedly disrupted the psychological contracts of both
academic and professional staff (Geber and Brown, 2019). Perceived contract breach the belief that the
institution has failed to fulfil its obligations is one of the strongest predictors of disengagement in the

literature (Robinson and Morrison, 2000).
Conceptual clarification: defining employee engagement

Employee engagement is a contested construct. Macey and Schneider (2008, p. 4) observe that it
"means different things to different people" and that its definitional plurality risks rendering it analytically
meaningless. Three broad clusters of definition can be identified in the literature: state-based,
behavioural and dispositional conceptions. State-based conceptions, most influentially articulated by
Kahn (1990, p. 694), define engagement as "the harnessing of organisation members' selves to their

work roles; in engagement, people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively and
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emotionally during role performances"”. On this view, engagement is a psychological state characterised
by simultaneous investment of the physical, cognitive and emotional self in work performance a state
whose presence or absence depends on the degree to which the work environment provides three

psychological conditions: meaningfulness, safety and availability.

Behavioural conceptions, associated particularly with the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES)
developed by Schaufeli and Bakker (2004), operationalise engagement through three observable
dimensions: vigour (high energy and mental resilience), dedication (a sense of significance, enthusiasm
and challenge) and absorption (being fully concentrated and happily engrossed in work). This
operationalisation has dominated empirical research and permits cross-sectoral comparison.
Dispositional conceptions, advanced by Macey and Schneider (2008) treat engagement partly as a
stable trait an individual propensity to experience positive affect and proactive orientation that interacts
with contextual factors to produce engaged behaviour. This conception has been criticised for over-

psychologising what is fundamentally a relational and structural phenomenon (Purcell, 2014).

For the purposes of this article, employee engagement is defined as a positive, fulfilling, work-related
psychological state, characterised by vigour, dedication and absorption, that is co-produced by the
individual employee and the employing institution through a dynamic exchange of resources, recognition
and meaningful work (adapted from Bakker and Leiter, 2010; Saks, 2006). This definition is adopted
because it acknowledges both individual agency and institutional responsibility a duality that is especially
important in higher education settings, where the psychological contract between the institution and

employee is complex and often implicit.

Contextual Determinants of Employee Engagement in KwaZulu-Natal

Higher Education

Institutional Transformation and Organisational Culture

The transformation of South African higher education from an instrument of apartheid exclusion to a
vehicle of democratic inclusion represents one of the most ambitious exercises in institutional redesign
in modern history (CHE, 2016). For employees, this transformation has been simultaneously a source
of meaning and a source of exhaustion. Staff who entered the sector with a vocation for social
transformation may find their energies progressively depleted by the bureaucratic apparatus of

compliance, reporting and procedural accountability that transformation has generated (Soudien, 2010).

In KZN specifically, the merger of the University of Natal and the University of Durban-Westville to form
UKZN in 2004 created an institution whose organisational culture remained contested and fragmented
for years afterwards as staff from institutions with radically different histories, cultures and employment

conditions were required to work in a single structure (Bunting, Sheppard, Cloete and Belding, 2010).
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The residue of those cultural fault lines continues to affect staff engagement, particularly around

questions of representivity, promotion equity and the distribution of leadership opportunity.
Workload and the Demands Resources Imbalance

The student-to-staff ratio at South African public universities has deteriorated significantly over the past
two decades, rising from approximately 24:1 in 2 000 to over 35:1 at several KZN institutions by 2022
(DHET, 2022). This deterioration is compounded by the demographics of the student body: KZN
universities serve high proportions of first-generation, academically underprepared and financially
precarious students, whose academic and psychosocial support needs generate demands on staff that
extend well beyond formal teaching obligations (Scott, Yeld and Hendry, 2007).

The academic workload of South African university staff now routinely encompasses teaching
(increasingly in blended and online modalities), research, community engagement, postgraduate
supervision, curriculum transformation and administrative compliance. Neave (2012) describes this
aggregation as the "intensification" of academic work a process that depletes the very resources (time,
energy, attention) that engagement requires. In KZN, this intensification is exacerbated by infrastructural
deficits: load-shedding, unreliable connectivity, inadequate library resources and dilapidated physical
environments all amplify the demands side of the JD-R equation without augmenting the resources side
(Motala and Carel, 2019).

Leadership and Governance

Leadership is consistently identified in international literature as the single most powerful determinant of
employee engagement (MacLeod and Clarke, 2009; Harter, Schmidt and Hayes, 2002). The quality,
consistency and ethical integrity of institutional leadership determines whether employees experience
the psychological safety, meaningfulness and availability that engagement requires. Transformational
leadership characterised by inspirational motivation, idealised influence, intellectual stimulation and
individualised consideration (Bass and Riggio, 2006) has been shown to be particularly strongly

associated with engagement in knowledge-intensive organisations such as universities.

KZN higher education institutions have, however, experienced significant governance instability. Multiple
universities in the province have been placed under administration, experienced student protests of
exceptional intensity during the #FeesMustFall movement of 2015-2016 and navigated leadership
transitions that have at times been acrimonious and protracted. The governance environment created
by these disruptions characterised by uncertainty, mistrust and the breakdown of normal collegial
processes is precisely the environment in which engagement is most difficult to sustain and most
urgently required (Booysen, 2007).
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Race, Equity and Representivity

The racial composition of the academic workforce in South African universities remains a critical issue.
Despite post-apartheid employment equity legislation and institutional transformation plans, Black and
Coloured academics remain significantly under-represented in senior academic ranks and the pipeline
for their advancement continues to be constrained by historical inequities in postgraduate education,
mentorship deficits and the persistence of racialised gatekeeping in scholarly communities (Makoni,
2021).

For Black academics in particular, the experience of working in institutions whose epistemic cultures,
canon and systems of recognition were constructed under apartheid can generate what Zembylas
(2010, p. 538) calls "ontological discomfort" a pervasive sense of not quite belonging, of being tolerated
rather than valued. This ontological discomfort is antithetical to the psychological safety and
meaningfulness that Kahn identifies as the preconditions of engagement. Any engagement framework
for KZN IHLs that does not explicitly attend to race and equity as structural determinants of engagement

will fail to address the most fundamental drivers of disengagement in the sector.
The Role of Professional and Administrative Staff

The engagement literature in higher education has disproportionately focused on academic staff, often
to the neglect of professional and administrative staff (PASS). Yet PASS constitute a substantial majority
of employees at most KZN universities and are directly responsible for the operational delivery of student
services, financial management, facilities maintenance and information technology functions without
which the academic enterprise cannot operate (Kenny and Fluck, 2014). PASS at South African
universities frequently experience a status deficit: their contributions are systematically undervalued
relative to academic outputs, their career development pathways are less transparent and their access
to the professional development resources available to academics is more limited (Geber and Brown,
2019). The engagement framework proposed in this article is explicitly designed to address the needs
and experiences of PASS as well as academic staff, in recognition that sustainable institutional

engagement requires the commitment of the entire workforce.

A Contextualised Employee Engagement Framework for KZN Higher

Education

Drawing on the theoretical foundations reviewed in Section 3 and the contextual analysis in Section 4,
this article proposes a five-dimensional contextualised employee engagement framework (CEEF-KZN).
The framework is summarised in Table 1 and elaborated in the subsections that follow.
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KZN Contextual

Dimension Core Construct Theoretical Basis .
Application
Adequate resources; Address chronic under-
Structural manageable demands; | JD-R Model (Bakker & resourcing; manage
Enablement physical and digital Demerouti, 2017) student-staff ratios; invest

infrastructure

in infrastructure

Psychological

Safety to speak,
question, and be

Kahn (1990);

Dismantle racialised

silencing; build inclusive

Safety oneself without Edmondson (1999) collegial cultures; protect
professional risk academic freedom
Visionary, ethical, Develop leadership
) intellectually Bass & Riggio (2006); pipeline; stabilise
Transformational i ) )
) stimulating, and MacLeod & Clarke governance; align
Leadership S ] o o
individually considerate (2009) institutional and individual
leadership purpose
Alignment between o
o Anchor transformation in
Institutional employee's ] .
] ] ] Kahn (1990); Saks genuine academic
Identity and professional vocation

Meaningfulness

and institutional

mission

(2006)

community values; reduce

performative compliance

Reciprocal

Recognition

Fair, equitable, and
racially just recognition
of contribution, merit,

and identity

Social Exchange
Theory (Saks, 2006);
Rousseau (1989)

Honour psychological
contracts; advance PASS
careers; address
representivity in

promotions

Table 1: The Contextualised Employee Engagement Framework for KZN Higher Education (CEEF-

KZN)

Source: Authors' own construction, informed by Bakker and Demerouti (2017), Kahn (1990), Bass and
Riggio (2006), and Saks (2006).
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Dimension 1: Structural Enablement

Structural enablement refers to the degree to which institutional arrangements provide employees with
the physical, informational, social and developmental resources necessary to perform their roles
effectively without unsustainable demands. Drawing on the JD-R model, this dimension requires that
KZN IHLs actively audit the demand-resource balance experienced by all employee categories, develop
evidence-based workload allocation models for academic staff that account for the full range of their
obligations, invest in digital and physical infrastructure and ensure that professional development
resources are accessible to PASS and academic staff alike. Structural enablement is the foundational
dimension of the CEEF-KZN: without it, interventions targeting any of the other four dimensions will be
ineffective because employees whose basic resource needs are unmet lack the physical and

psychological availability that engagement requires (Kahn, 1990).
Dimension 2: Psychological Safety

Psychological safety defined by Edmondson (1999, p. 354) as 'a shared belief held by members of a
team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking' is a prerequisite for the kind of authentic
participation and intellectual contribution that engagement in a university context requires. In the KZN
higher education context, psychological safety has been systematically undermined by the racialised
power dynamics of post-apartheid institutional cultures by the disciplinary consequences of student

protest and by the managerialist surveillance of academic productivity.

Building psychological safety in KZN IHLs requires explicit institutional commitment to inclusive
leadership, anti-harassment and anti-discrimination policies that are meaningfully enforced, protection
of academic freedom as a precondition for intellectual engagement and the creation of spaces in
departments, faculties and at an institutional level in which employees across race, gender and

employment category can raise concerns and contribute to decision-making without career risk.
Dimension 3: Transformational Leadership

Transformational leadership is identified in this framework as the primary relational driver of employee
engagement. Leaders at departmental, faculty and institutional levels who communicate a compelling
and authentic vision of institutional purpose, who demonstrate ethical integrity, who stimulate intellectual
growth and who provide individualised support to their team members create the motivational conditions

under which engagement flourishes (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Harter, Schmidt and Hayes, 2002).

The governance instability that has characterised several KZN universities in recent years underscores
the critical importance of this dimension. Leadership development programmes that are specifically
calibrated to the demands of South African higher education including training in transformation

leadership, conflict management and culturally sensitive people management are a necessary
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institutional investment. Equally important is the alignment of the institution's formal performance
management and reward systems with transformational rather than transactional leadership behaviours

so that managers are incentivised to invest in their teams' engagement rather than merely their outputs.
Dimension 4: Institutional Identity and Meaningfulness

Meaningfulness the psychological sense that one's work matters, that it connects to something larger
than oneself is for Kahn (1990), the most powerful driver of personal engagement. In higher education,
meaningfulness is typically rooted in the twin vocations of scholarship and teaching: the belief that one
is contributing to knowledge and to the formation of capable, critical citizens. The challenge for KZN
IHLs is that the bureaucratic apparatus of institutional compliance, the intensity of administrative
demands and the disconnect between institutional mission statements and the daily experience of staff
can corrode this sense of meaning over time. This dimension of the CEEF-KZN therefore requires that
institutions actively cultivate and communicate a genuine, rather than performative, institutional identity
one that is co-constructed with employees rather than imposed from above and that they create the
structural conditions (adequate time for research, space for pedagogical innovation, opportunities for
community engagement) in which the vocational meaning of academic and professional work can be

experienced rather than merely proclaimed.
Dimension 5: Reciprocal Recognition

Reciprocal recognition the experience of being seen, valued and fairly rewarded for one's contribution
is the relational expression of the social exchange dynamic that Saks (2006) places at the heart of the
engagement contract. Recognition encompasses both formal elements (remuneration, promotion,
awards) and informal elements (feedback, acknowledgement, inclusion in decision-making) and must,
in the KZN context, be explicitly attentive to the racialised dynamics of organisational recognition.
Research consistently demonstrates that perceived fairness in promotion and reward decisions is a
stronger predictor of engagement than the absolute level of remuneration (Saks, 2006; Harter, Schmidt
and Hayes, 2002). For KZN IHLs, this means that the design of performance management and reward
systems must be transparent, evidence-based and subject to regular equity audits to ensure that they
do not perpetuate the patterns of racial and gender disadvantage that characterised the pre-democratic

university.
Implementation Pathways and Policy Implications

The CEEF-KZN is a conceptual framework rather than an operational blueprint; its translation into
institutional practice will require contextualisation at the level of each university, faculty and department.

Nevertheless, several cross-cutting implementation pathways can be identified.
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First, the adoption of the framework requires commitment at the highest level of institutional governance.
The Council and Executive Management of each KZN IHL must endorse human resource management
strategy that is explicitly engagement-oriented and that holds institutional leaders accountable through
key performance indicators, annual reporting and stakeholder feedback for the engagement of their
teams. The DHET should consider incorporating engagement metrics into the institutional audits
conducted by the Council on Higher Education (CHE) and the institutional effectiveness assessments

that inform the performance-based component of government grants.

Second, the implementation of Dimension 1 (Structural Enablement) requires that each institution
conduct a comprehensive workload audit, disaggregated by employment category, faculty, race and
gender to establish a baseline understanding of the current demand-resource profile experienced by its
workforce. This audit should be conducted jointly by the human resources function and organised labour

and its findings should be published and acted upon within a specified timeframe.

Third, the development of psychologically safe institutional cultures (Dimension 2) requires targeted and
sustained investment in organisational development, including facilitated processes of cultural review,
the strengthening of ombudsman and grievance mechanisms and the professional development of line
managers in inclusive leadership practices. These are not once-off interventions but ongoing institutional

commitments.

Fourth, the career development pathways available to both academic and PASS employees should be
reviewed and redesigned to ensure that they are transparent, equitable and genuinely developmental.
The absence of clear career pathways is one of the most consistently cited drivers of disengagement
among PASS in the sector (Kenny and Fluck, 2014; Geber and Brown, 2019) and its remediation is both

ethically required and strategically imperative.

Fifth, the framework should be embedded in a regular, institution-wide employee engagement survey —
conducted at least biannually — that is designed to measure each of the five CEEF-KZN dimensions,
disaggregated by relevant demographics and whose findings are reported to Senate, Council and
employees with accompanying action plans. The use of a standardised instrument across KZN IHLs

would enable benchmarking and collective learning.
Conclusion

This article has argued that the sustained engagement of employees in KwaZulu-Natal institutions of
higher learning is not merely a HRM aspiration but a structural imperative a precondition for the delivery
of quality higher education, for the retention of scarce talent and for the realisation of the social
transformation mission that South African public universities are constitutionally and legislatively

mandated to pursue.
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The CEEF-KZN framework proposed here synthesises insights from the JD-R model, Kahn's
psychological conditions and social exchange theory with a contextual analysis of the distinctive
structural, historical and cultural determinants of engagement in KZN higher education. Its five
dimensions structural enablement, psychological safety, transformational leadership, institutional
identity and meaningfulness and reciprocal recognition represent an integrated rather than additive
conception of engagement: each dimension is necessary but insufficient alone and their combined effect

is greater than the sum of their parts.

The framework has several limitations that future research should address. It is conceptual rather than
empirically validated:; its five dimensions and their relative weighting requires testing through quantitative
and qualitative research at KZN universities. The framework also does not fully address the engagement
implications of the shift to hybrid and remote work that the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated in the sector
nor does it adequately theorise the engagement dynamics of casualised and contract staff, who
constitute a growing proportion of the KZN higher education workforce. These are important agendas
for future inquiry.

What the framework does provide is a theoretically grounded, contextually sensitive and actionable
organising structure for the conversation that KZN IHLs need to have with their employees, their
governing bodies and their policy environment about what it means, in practice, to take human beings

seriously as the most valuable resource in the knowledge enterprise.
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