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Orientation: Although researchers have discovered many of the beneficial and positive
consequences of job engagement, little is known about the multitude of antecedent factors that
lead to employee engagement such as personality.
Research purpose: The aim of the study was to investigate the relationship between the big
five personality traits and job engagement among municipal workers.
Motivation for the study: The motivation of this study is to examine the relationship between
personality and psychological conditions. It was premised on previous research that personality
is associated with many employees’ behaviours.
Research approach/design and method: The present study employed a quantitative, crosssectional research design by using a questionnaire on a sample of 403 district municipal
workers in the Eastern Cape province, South Africa.
Main findings: The study findings show that openness to experience, conscientiousness,
extraversion and agreeableness had a positive relationship with job engagement, whereas
neuroticism has a negative relationship with job engagement. Municipalities and educational
qualifications had an impact of job engagement.
Practical/managerial implications: The study recommends managers to switch from an
intervention-based focus to a selection-based focus as municipalities can maximise their
resources by being able to better predict job success early in the selection process as opposed
to trying to maximise the performance on a continual basis through interventions.
Contribution/value-add: This study adds to an understanding of the influences of personality
on work outcomes such as job engagement, giving areas for exploration in coaching or
feedback interviews based on personality assessment.
Keywords: personality; job engagement; employee engagement; municipal workers; Eastern Cape.

Introduction
The efficiency of the public service delivery depends on the performance of the public employees.
Because of high protest in the Eastern Cape because of poor service delivery, it is crucial to
understand if the employees are engaged in doing their work. Municipal workers need to be
engaged in their work as this will enhance good service delivery, which will increase the socioeconomic status of the citizens. Employee engagement has important ramifications for operating
results, budget management and the public’s satisfaction with government. Crabtree (2013) found
that only 13% of the employees were engaged globally, whereas 4% – 15% were engaged in South
Africa. Although researchers have discovered many of the beneficial and positive consequences
of job engagement, little is known about the multitude of antecedent factors that lead to employee
engagement such as personality.
As a research field, employee engagement has seen remarkable growth in the recent era (Jin &
McDonald, 2016); however, in assessing the body of research related to employee engagement,
Wood, Kim and Khan (2016) determined that the field of study is still relatively young. Despite
growth in the exploration of the subject, the body of research related to employee engagement still
lacks depth, breadth and adequate explanatory theory (Bailey, Madden, Alfes, & Fletcher, 2017).
Wollard and Shuck (2011) noted a general lack of validation studies within the employee
engagement body of research and specifically suggested a need for quantitative testing of
antecedents to employee engagement across a variety of organisational sectors and settings. By
adding both breadth and depth to the field, this research study is positioned to contribute to the
body of work in employee engagement research.
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Moshoeu (2017) focused on personality and work balance as
determinants of employee engagement among management
staff. He recommended that a further study on the study
variables and to include lower level employees, which this
study achieved. He also recommended having a larger
sample from a single organisation as well as in terms of
gender, generational cohort, functional job level, economic
sector, educational qualifications, tenure, parental status and
marital status, to achieve representative and generalised
research findings. The study focused on the impact of
demographics on the study variables among the
municipalities in the Eastern Cape.
There is potentially much to be gained from studying the
correlation between personality type and job engagement.
The question remains as to why employees, when working
under comparable conditions, display signs of job
engagement, whereas others display a few or no signs of job
engagement (Wilson, 2009). Individual factors such as
personality traits have been minimally investigated in relation
with job engagement, whereas organisational factors have
been researched thoroughly (Saks & Gruman, 2014).
Noesgaard (2016) suggests that individual differences should
occupy more space in the work engagement literature and
should not be underestimated. According to Rothmann and
Joubert (2007), it is crucial to recognise that both organisational
and individual aspects are continually inducing engagement;
hence, additional enquiry is required to identify individual
components of engagement (Rich, 2006). As such, attention
on individual characteristics such as personality will add
value to the present study on job engagement especially to
municipalities.
Although job engagement is an old and widely researched
concept, its conception as defined by Kahn (1990) is
relatively new in behavioural research and has not been
widely researched. According to Kahn (1990), job
engagement involves the binding of employees to their task
by expressing themselves physically, cognitively and
emotionally when performing their roles. Further studies
on the Kahn’s (1990) engagement concept are necessary as
they differ from the previous engagement scales which
have roots in the burnout literature which Schaufeli,
Salanova, González-romá and Bakker (2002) later confirmed
that job engagement is not relatively the exact opposite of
burnout. Henceforth, it is a necessity that this concept and
its connection to personality be examined in the projected
research. The majority of research has focused on employee
engagement as a predictor of work and organisational
outcomes or on organisational and work factors that
influence job engagement leaving out some factors that
affect job engagement indirectly (Men, 2015). The role of
individual differences has been fragmented and limited,
hence the focus of personality in this study.

Problem statement
The demand for staff who show initiative are motivated to
outspread their energies outside the boundaries of the job
http://www.sajhrm.co.za
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description, and are dynamically engaged as the characteristics
of what is sought after in the 21st-century workplace (Leiter &
Bakker, 2010). Employee engagement has been identified as a
significant contributor to positive organisational outcomes
(Devi, 2017) and considered to be the most influential factor
to measure an organisation’s vigour and orientation towards
superior performance. Therefore, job engagement is crucial to
the survival of organisations as noted by Juan (2010) who
indicates that when employee engagement is not effectively
managed, firms lose between 5% and 15% of sales revenue.
As a result, most researchers have attempted to explain why
some employees are less engaged than others. The
preponderance has primarily focused on identifying
characteristics of the work environment that influence or
contribute to job engagement. Less research (Inceoglu & Warr,
2012) has focused on identifying the individual characteristics
inherent in employees who promote job engagement.
Therefore, the study goal is to address the problem of why
some employees are more engaged than others by focusing
on the personality of the employees.
In addition, another problem is that much of the
contemporary literature focuses on the private sector
(Ziapour & Kianipour, 2015) where causality and construct
relationships are informed by financial data and more
readily available performance metrics. Antecedents of work
engagement such as autonomy, transparency and feedback
may be less evident in public organisations (Pollitt &
Bouckaert, 2011). Employees in the public sector can be less
engaged and less devoted to their organisation than
employees in the private sector (Agyemang & Ofei, 2013).
This might be because of unique encounters public sector
employees face such as resource shortages, political
influence and less management discretion for financial
incentives (Jin & McDonald, 2016). Hence, there is a need to
focus more studies on the public sector.
Also, a considerable number of engagement studies were
conducted abroad and a few in Africa, especially South Africa.
Therefore, there is a necessity to identify and understand the
main aspects that prompt employee engagement within the
public sector and by extension might contribute to enhanced
organisational effectiveness. Although strategies for increasing
engagement are available in the popular press and management
publications, they might not conform to rigorous, evidencebased academic standards. Trustworthy data and information
are critical because the work of government employees affects
citizens’ lives through a variety of essential functions such as
social services, health care, utilities and law enforcement.

Objectives of the study
The main objective of the study is to augment knowledge
and the relationship between personality and job engagement.
It also seeks to find out if a combination of any two or more
personality traits will explain a higher proportion of variance
in job engagement and investigate the impact of study
demographics on job engagement.
Open Access
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will be used for the study to understand how people with
different personality types behave differently in the same
situations which will lead to job engagement or
disengagement.

Theoretical perspective
Kahn’s theory of engagement
Kahn’s (1990) employee engagement theory is grounded in
role theory with the view that the process of engagement
involves individuals expressing themselves in their job tasks
in a way that is consistent with their true selves or in the case
of disengagement, withdrawing and defending their selves
from their work role. Individuals usually bring or eradicate
themselves from task behaviours or performances. According
to Kahn’s (1990) theory, the engagement or disengagement is
fuelled by employee’s evaluations of three primary
psychological conditions: meaningfulness, safety and
availability that are influenced by numerous critical aspects
within the work setting.
Therefore, when the job task is important, the organisational
environment is secure and sufficient resources are accessible,
employees have a tendency to illustrate dynamic, full
exhibitions to their work tasks (Kahn, 1990) through physical,
cognitive and emotional engagement (EE). The cognitive
facet of job engagement is concerned about how employees
perceive the organisation, management and the working
environments. The emotional feature focuses on how workers
feel about each of the three aspects and their standpoint on
the organisation and its management. Physical engagement
(PE) can be noted through the exertion of energy towards
achieving a task.
Appropriately, Kahn’s main aim was to distinguish those
mental components that were powerfully sufficient to outlive
the extent of individual variances (Kahn, 1992). Afterwards,
Kahn recommended that personality differences might still
matter as they might influence an individual’s dispositions to
either engage or disengage (Kahn, 1992). Therefore, Kahn
suggested that the investigation of personal aspects associated
with engagement may be a critical subject for future inquiring.
In this manner, individual differences can be followed back to
individuals having different personality characteristics,
which make their conduct contrast even when they are in the
same work environment. People whose characteristics and
necessities partner the demands of the situation will be able
to engage themselves at work (Kahn, 1990).

Five-factor model
Five-factor model (FFM) developed by Lewis Goldberg
(1990) is an appealing model of use within the personality
literature and research as it integrates an extensive
collection of personality variables to a common language
and framework for personality researchers. It also provides
a comprehensive overview of the factors that are made up
of individual differences. The five orthogonal personality
factors which the FFM focused on are stability, extraversion
and openness to experience, conscientiousness and
agreeableness. It can be argued that people behave in
different ways because of their diverse personality
behaviours, which later affect their behaviours. Thus, it
http://www.sajhrm.co.za
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Job engagement

Job engagement (Fitzpatrick, 2017) can be defined as a:
[P]ositive, energized state of mind that stems from both a
cognitive and an emotional investment of personal energy that is
focused on transforming a work task, a team goal, and/or an
organisation outcome into a meaningful business objective. (p. 7)

Job engagement is a condition of being emotionally and
rationally involved in jobs that inspire workers to perform
satisfactorily (Habraken, 2013, p. 12). Employees are
considered a vital resource in any organisation and with the
increase in talent war, there is a need for an organisation to
safeguard that apart from enticing the finest talent, they can
preserve these gifted employees. However, being able to
retain employees is still not sufficient as one may have the
finest capacity but might not be zealous about their jobs
(Kamau & Sma, 2016). It can be noted from Gallup Group
and also by Martins and Nienaber (South African Board for
People Practises, 2014) a South African sample demonstrated
that 46% of the employees were not engaged and 45% were
actively disengaged (45%).
According to Kahn (1990), engagement is defined as a state in
which individuals express their complete self physically,
cognitively and emotionally in their tasks.

Physical engagement
Rich (2006) gave a summary of PE according to the Kahn’s
concept of job engagement as the force attempted on another
person’s job or a way of channelling one’s physical efforts
towards the accomplishment of a specific undertaking.

Emotional engagement
Emotional engagement refers to the emotional connection
that an employee feels towards the organisation and tends to
influence conduct and the level of exertion in businessrelated exercises. The more engagement an employee is with
the organisation, the more exertion they set forth (Business
Dictionary, 2015).

Cognitive engagement
Kahn’s (1990) initial conceptualisation of cognitive
engagement (CE) was acquired from an employee’s resolve
as to whether they believed that their work was meaningful
and safe, and in addition whether the essential resources are
accessible to finish their work.

Personality
The American Psychological Association describes personality
as individual differences in terms of how people think, feel and
Open Access
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behave (American Psychology Association, 2017). It incorporates
an individual’s relatively constant feelings, opinions and
behavioural patterns. Every person has an inimitable disposition
that separates him or her from other individuals, and
understanding someone’s personality provides evidence on the
manner in which an individual is expected to behave in different
circumstances (Alanoud & Amir, 2016).
After South Africa gained its democracy, certain legislations
were passed such as the Labour Relations Act of (1995) and the
Employment Equity Act of (1998). The former act is dutybound for organisations to have precise unbiased standards
by which interviewees for a job are assessed, whereas the
latter act forbids personality tests until proved to be valid,
consistent, impartially and unprejudiced towards some
employees. Personality test utilisation when choosing a job
candidate has extremely increased in South Africa as shown
by many studies conducted in this regard (Davis, 2013).
Everyone has a unique personality that separates one from
another, and understanding an individual’s personality can
give inklings on how that individual is likely to act and feel in
a variety of circumstances (Alanoud & Amir, 2016). The study
looked at the big five personality traits that are as follows.

Emotional stability – Neuroticism
Neuroticism refers to an individual’s emotional stability and
the overall predisposition to experience adverse effects of the
environment (Taylor & De Bruin, 2006), whereas emotionally
stable individuals are more assured, calm and skilled in
handling demanding situations.

Extraversion – Introversion
Extraversion trait refers to people who are usually confident to
pursue social relationships as well as to revel in optimistic
sentiments (Taylor & De Bruin, 2006), whereas introverts are
people of few words, quiet, keep to themselves and thoughtful.

Openness to experience – Closeness to experience
A person with high levels of openness to experience love
learning and fine arts, participate in an artistic profession and
enjoy meeting new people, whereas people with closeness to
experience are usually realistic, emotionally shallow and
down to earth (Lebowitz, 2016).

Agreeableness – Rudeness
Agreeable individuals are kind, sympathetic and tender and
are associated with unselfishness and pro-social conduct
(Gerlach, Herpertz & Loeber, 2015). Individuals scoring low
in agreeableness are viewed by others as untrustworthy
because they are usually uncaring, impolite, ill-tempered,
aggressive and cynical.

Conscientiousness – Undependability
Conscientiousness refers to the level of effectiveness and
competence within an individual with which he or she
schedules, monitors and performs tasks (Taylor &
http://www.sajhrm.co.za
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De Bruin, 2006). Undependable individuals
disorganised, untrustworthy and less reliable.

are

Empirical literature review
In terms of emotional stability or neuroticism, research
demonstrates that employees scoring high in emotional
stability have a more prominent possibility of experiencing
job engagement than employees low in emotional stability
(Reinke & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2014; Woods & Sofat, 2013).
They find it less demanding and more characteristic to put
terrible past encounters and pay attention to their present
performance positively.
In terms of conscientiousness, another study has reported
similar findings that individuals who are inclined to be
hard-working, reliable, self-disciplined and optimistic are
able to translate their work engagement into increased
individual job performance (Bakker, Demerouti, &
Brummelhius, 2012). Therefore, it was determined that
employees who are high in conscientiousness have solid
organisational skills and have a solid awareness of others’
expectations and are more than answerable to put liveliness
into their work, feel a robust sense of expert efficacy and are
most likely to complete the job (Steger, Litman-Ovadia,
Miller, Menger, & Rothmann, 2013).
Li, Gao, Shen and Liu (2014) found that high levels of extraversion
and emotional stability were frequently found to be connected
with job engagement indicators which might be because of
extroverts being energetic, passionate and achievement-oriented.
Similarly, Handa and Gulati (2014) explored the relationship
between extraversion and conscientiousness personality and
employee engagement among 333 frontline personnel in the
organised retail industry and found a positive relationship
between extraversion and conscientiousness personality traits
and employee engagement. Moshoeu (2017) focused on
personality and work balance as determinants of employee
engagement among management staff in a Web-based survey in
the various industries in South Africa. She found significant
relationships between the variables such as agreeableness,
conscientiousness, emotional stability and employee engagement.

Literature gap
It can be noted that the above literature is mainly from
international studies, and not conducted in South Africa.
Most of the studies conducted in South Africa mainly focused
on one variable, not on both personality and job engagement.
Most of the studies conducted in South Africa mainly used
the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale, which is usually
associated with burnout. In addition, a few used Goldberg
et al.’s (2006) personality measurement. The research study
intends to extend the current literature on employee
engagement in municipalities in South Africa, by empirically
investigating the impact of personality traits on employee
engagement. This might be the first study to the researcher’s
knowledge that attempts to investigate the relationship
between personality traits measured by the 50-item
Open Access
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International Personality Item Pool (IPIP) developed by
Goldberg et al. (2006) and employee engagement measured
by the job engagement scale (JES) developed by Rich, Lepine
and Crawford (2010) among municipal workers in the
Eastern Cape province (ECP) of South Africa.
Most research performed on job engagement and personality
have recommended that research needs to be performed with
other samples for further studies to compare the results (De
Villiers, 2015; Hale, 2016). In addition, most researches have
been conducted in private sectors, hence the need to have
more research on public government sector to make it more
generalisable. Jin and McDonald (2016) suggested that
employee engagement in the government public sectors is a
topic that remains under-researched. This study adds to the
scholarly research by providing results related to employee
engagement and personality within an under-researched
sector. Furthermore, Shaban (2018) in his study on personality
and job engagement recommended future research to address
the impact of personality on employee engagement of the
employees in the public sector.
The following section will proceed in explaining the
methodology of the study as well as the results obtained from
the data.

Research design
Research approach

The quantitative method is well suited for the examination of
relationships between variables and was therefore determined
to be suitable for this study. A cross-sectional quantitative
research design was followed to achieve the study objectives.

Research method
Research participants

The target population of the study consisted of all the
municipal workers from six district municipalities in the ECP,
which are Alfred Nzo District Municipality (ANDM), Cacadu
District Municipality, Chris Hani District Municipality,
Amathole District Municipality (ADM), Joe Gqabi District
Municipality and O.R. Tambo District Municipality. A total
simple random sample of 403 municipal employees was
chosen for the study.

Original Research

were measured by using the 50-item IPIP (Goldberg et al.,
2006). Every single trait was measured by 10 items on a fivepoint Likert type (1 – very inaccurate and 5 – very accurate)
scale. The traits were found to have the following alpha
coefficients: conscientiousness (0.79), extraversion (0.87),
agreeableness (0.82), openness to experience (0.84) and
neuroticism (0.86) (Goldberg et al., 2006).

Job engagement scale
Rich et al. (2010) developed the 18-item JES based on Kahn’s
conceptualisation. Employees were requested to show the
level to which they are engaged with their jobs on a fivepoint Likert-type scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ (1) to
‘strongly agree’ (5). The internal consistency coefficient for
the PE dimension was α = 0.91; for EE, it was α = 0.94; and for
the CE dimension, it was α = 0.95 (Ongore, 2013).

Research procedure
Questionnaires together with blank envelopes were handdelivered to the respondents. Questionnaires included a cover
page with instructions to the participants and information on
the assessments and the research. The consent form was also
included in the questionnaire, which participants were
requested to sign. Participants were given one week to complete
and return the completed questionnaires by dropping them off
in a marked box at the human resources department office.

Statistical analysis
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 24
was used for analyses. Tests were carried out at either 1% or
5% level of significance. A descriptive analysis was used to
describe the study’s demographic features. A correlational
analysis coupled with a simple linear regression analysis was
utilised to determine whether personality traits exert a
significant effect on job engagement.

Ethical consideration
Permission to conduct the research on the district
municipalities was obtained from the municipal manager
and the university ethics committee. The researcher ensured
that all participants were informed wholly of what the study
and it was voluntary. Privacy, confidentiality, anonymity and
dignity were upheld at all times.

Results

Measuring instruments
The data were collected by using a questionnaire, which
consisted of three sections that are the personality questionnaire,
job engagement questionnaire and demographical questionnaire
developed by the researcher. As such information was collected
on race, gender, marital status, age, tenure, occupational level
and educational level.

International personality item pool
The personality traits, neuroticism, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, openness to experience and extraversion
http://www.sajhrm.co.za

Demographical information
The study consisted of 52% male employees, and 80% were
black African. Most of the respondents were in the age group
of 31–40 years, and 45% of the respondents were single in
terms of their marital status. The main qualification of the
respondents was a diploma, followed by a degree. The
majority of the respondents worked on level 6–10 salary level
in the municipality, and most of them have been working in
the municipality for 1–5 years. Seventy per cent of the
employees were permanently employed.
Open Access
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TABLE 1: Descriptive statistics and reliability statistics of the scales.
Variable

N

Min

Max

Mean

SD

Skewness

α

Kurtosis

Statistic

SE

Statistic

SE

Job engagement

403

1.06

5.00

4.07

0.69

-0.78

0.12

0.98

0.24

0.93**

Physical

403

1.00

5.00

4.11

0.73

-0.84

0.12

0.75

0.24

0.83**

Emotional

403

1.00

5.00

4.09

0.80

-0.85

0.12

0.57

0.24

0.86**

Cognitive

403

1.00

5.00

4.03

0.78

-0.79

0.12

0.61

0.24

0.87**

Conscientiousness

403

2.57

7.00

5.44

0.96

-0.57

0.12

-0.48

0.24

0.74**

Extraversion

403

1.00

7.00

5.65

1.22

-1.10

0.12

0.82

0.24

0.70**

Agreeableness

403

1.00

7.00

4.66

1.35

0.16

0.12

-0.92

0.24

0.78**

Openness

403

1.80

7.00

5.66

1.19

-0.92

0.12

0.43

0.24

0.76**

Neuroticism

403

2.40

4.38

3.32

0.31

0.28

0.12

-0.03

0.24

0.73**

Valid N (list wise)

403

1.00

4.50

2.85

0.70

-0.36

0.12

-0.33

0.24

-

SD, standard deviation; SE, standard error.
**, Significantly reliable.

Reliability analysis

TABLE 2: Statistically mean differences of job engagement and demographics.

Cronbach’s alpha was applied to measure the instrument’s
internal consistency. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the
JES and IPIP are between α = 0.93 and α = 0.70. This means
that the measuring scales are reliable as presented in Table 1.

Descriptive statistics
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the study variables.
It shows that the mean levels of the main variables that are
job engagement (mean = 4.07; SD = 0.69), conscientiousness
(mean = 5.44; SD = 0.96), agreeableness (mean = 4.66; SD =
1.35), openness (mean = 5.66; SD = 1.19) and extraversion
(mean = 5.65; SD = 1.22) were all high for the study sample.
Only neuroticism (mean = 3.32; SD = 0.31) was moderately
high, which shows that the respondents somewhat agreed
with the measuring items of the variables.

Source

Municipality

Qualifications

DF

F value

Pr > F

DF

F Value

Pr > F

Job engagement

5

12.78

0.000**

5

4.18

0.001**

Physical

5

13.14

0.000**

5

4.97

0.000**

Emotional

5

8.93

0.000**

5

2.31

0.043**

Cognitive

5

9.15

0.000**

5

3.35

0.006**

Anova-F(Sig) implies ANOVA analysis and shows whether there is a statistically significant
difference between the group means.
**, Significant mean differences.

TABLE 3: Mean differences of job engagement and demographics.
Variable

Mean Tukey HSD(n)
Job
engagement

Physical
engagement

Emotional
engagement

Cognitive
engagement

Alfred Nzo

(73) 3.58a

(73) 3.55a

(73) 3.57a

(73) 3.60a

Chris Hani

(69) 4.23b,c

(69) 4.28b

(69) 4.20b,c

(69) 4.20b,c

Joe Gqabi

(75) 4.05b,c

(75) 4.12b

(75) 4.10b,c

(75) 3.93a,b

OR Tambo

(60) 4.36

(60) 4.33

(60) 4.39

(60) 4.35c

Demographic differences on job engagement

Sarah Baartman

(62) 4.03b

(62) 4.14b

(62) 4.01b

(62) 3.95a,b

Amathole

(64) 4.24b,c

(64) 4.33b

(64) 4.14b,c

(64) 4.24b,c

It was also imperative to test for demographical differences
on job engagement within our sample as they have been
major inconsistencies in the past literature. Maslach and
Leiter (1997) suggested that demographics such as age, work
experience, sex and occupation type makes interpreting
demographic variables in relation to engagement a
challenging task because of a lack of research evidence.
Tables 2 and 3 show the results of a one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) with post hoc Tukey honestly significant
difference (HSD) test for comparing mean differences of
ordinal categorical demographic variables on job engagement
dimensions. Only two demographics in this study had an
impact on job engagement. Race, age, gender, job status,
marital status, race and tenure did not show any significant
difference on the mean levels of job engagement.

Qualification
Matric

(61) 3.87a,b

(61) 3.84a,b

(61) 3.95a,b

(61) 3.82a,b

Certificate

(67) 4.16b

(67) 4.21b

(64) 4.16b

(67) 4.15b

Diploma

(107)4.15b

(107) 4.24b

(107) 4.09b

(107) 4.11b

Degree

(97) 4.10

b

(97) 4.13

b

(97) 4.09

b

(97) 4.06b

Postgraduate

(46) 4.19

b

(46) 4.23

b

(46) 4.21

b

(46) 4.13b

Other

(25) 3.61a

(25) 3.61a

(25) 3.58a

Job engagement had statistically significant differences on
level of education (F = 4.18; p = 0.001) and municipalities (F =
12.77; p ≤ 0.0001). The Tukey post hoc test shows that
employees who had a certificate qualification (mean = 4.16,
n = 67) have significantly higher levels of job engagement
http://www.sajhrm.co.za

Municipality

c

b

(25) 3.65a

c

MeanHSD implies mean and a Tukey post hoc test for the ordinal categorical variable on the
respective theoretical construct, showing the grouping of the variable where a, b and c
represent statistically different groups.

than who had other qualifications (mean = 3.61, n = 25). It
also shows that employees who worked at ADM experienced
higher levels of job engagement (mean = 4.24; n = 64) than
employees who worked at ANDM (mean = 3.58; n = 73).
When looking at the dimensions of job engagement
separately, PE had statistically significant differences on the
level of education (F = 4.97; p ≤ 0.0001) and municipalities
(F = 13.14; p ≤ 0.0001). Employees who had a diploma
qualification have significantly higher levels of PE than those
who had other qualifications. It also shows that employees
Open Access
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who worked at ADM had higher levels PE than employees
who worked at ANDM.
In terms of EE, results show statistically significant differences
on the level of education (F = 2.31; p = 0.043) and municipalities
(F = 8.93; p ≤ 0.0001). Employees who had a postgraduate
qualification have significantly higher levels of EE than those
who had other qualifications. It also shows that employees
who worked at OR District Municipality had higher levels of
EE than employees who worked at ANDM.
Lastly, CE showed significant differences with educational
qualifications (F = 3.35; p = 0.006) and municipalities (F =
9.15; p ≤ 0.0001). Employees who had a certificate qualification
have significantly higher levels of CE than those who had
other qualifications. It also shows that employees who
worked at OR District Municipality had higher levels of CE
than employees who worked at ANDM.

Original Research

TABLE 4: Pearson correlation between personality traits and job engagement.
Personality traits

JE

PE

EE

CE

Pearson correlation

0.32**

0.32**

0.30**

0.30**

sig. (one-tailed)

0.0001

0.000

0.000

0.000

358

358

362

353

Pearson correlation

0.40**

0.39**

0.37**

0.35**

sig. (one-tailed)

0.0001

0.000

0.000

0.000

345

345

352

342

Pearson correlation

0.12**

0.15**

0.14**

0.19**

sig. (one-tailed)

0.0001

0.002

0.004

0.000

364

364

369

362

Pearson correlation

0.39**

0.32**

0.32**

0.29**

sig. (one-tailed)

0.009

0.000

0.000

0.000

361

361

366

361

Pearson correlation

-0.12*

-0.10*

-0.13**

-0.09

sig. (one-tailed)

0.007

0.036

0.007

0.059

341

342

346

341

Openness

N
Conscientiousness

N
Extraversion

N
Agreeableness

N
Neuroticism

N

Correlation analysis
Firstly, it was necessary to check whether there was a linear
relationship in the data that allowed for a linear regression
analysis. To achieve this, the Pearson’s bivariate correlation
coefficient (one-tailed test) was used as shown in Table 4.
The results suggest that job engagement had moderate
positive significant relationships with agreeableness
(r = 0.39; p ≤ 0.0001), conscientiousness (r = 0.40; p ≤ 0.0001)
and openness (r = 0.35; p ≤ 0.0001). Extraversion had a weak,
positive, significant linear relationship with job engagement
(r = 0.12; p = 0.009), whereas neuroticism had a weak
negative significant linear relationship with job engagement
(r = -0.12; p = 0.007). Conscientiousness, openness,
extraversion and agreeableness were significantly positively
related to all three job engagement dimensions. Neuroticism
was negatively correlated with PE and EE; however, the
study finds no significant correlation between neuroticism
and CE (r = -0.09; p = 0.059).

Simple linear regression
It is also imperative to use simple linear regression models to
test these hypothesised frameworks. For evaluating these
models, the enter method was utilised. Durbin–Watson test
for auto-correlation was used, and to test the assumption of
homoscedasticity and normality of residuals, special plots
(Q-Q plots) were used. Results of the simple linear regression
models are presented in Table 5.
In terms of agreeableness, it resulted in a significant model
(F = 71.53; p ≤ 0.0001) and explained a significant amount of
the variance in job engagement (R2 = 0.15; Adjusted R2 = 0.15).
The Durbin–Watson d = 1.62 is between the two critical values
of 1.5 < d < 2.5, and therefore we can assume that there is no
first-order linear auto-correlation in our linear regression
data, which applies to all the big five personality traits. The
unstandardised parameter estimates of the resultant model,
both the constant term (β0 = 2.28; p ≤ 0.0001) and the main
effect of agreeableness trait (β1 = 0.50; p ≤ 0.0001), are all
http://www.sajhrm.co.za

EE, emotional engagement; PE, physical engagement; CE, cognitive engagement; JE, Job
Engagegement.
*, Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (one-tailed).
**, Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (one-tailed).

statistically significant. Therefore, agreeableness does exert a
positive effect on job engagement.
In terms of conscientiousness, the adjusted R2 of our model is
0.162, which means that the linear regression explains only
16.2% of the variance in the dependent variable. The resultant
model revealed a significant fit (F = 77.25; p ≤ 0.0001).
Conscientiousness trait has a statistically significant positive
effect on job engagement (β1 = 0.48; p ≤ 0.0001). Openness to
experience resultant model was significant (F = 56.30; p ≤
0.0001), and it also explained 12.3% of the variation in job
engagement (R2 = 0.12; adjusted R2 = 0.12). The regression
coefficients are β0 = 2.41 (p ≤ 0.0001) and β1 = 0.48 (p ≤ 0.0001),
respectively. Hence, openness to experience exerts a positive
effect on job engagement.
Extraversion explained a small amount of the variance in job
engagement (R2 = 0.01, adjusted R2 = 0.01). The parameter
estimates of the resultant model, both the constant term (β0 =
3.60; t = 17.96; p ≤ 0.0001) and the main effect of extraversion
trait (β1 = 0.15; t = 2.39; p = 0.017), are all statistically significant.
Therefore, extraversion does exert a positive effect on job
engagement. Neuroticism trait explains only 1.5% of the
variation in job engagement (R2 = 0.02; adjusted R2 = 0.01).
Parameter estimates show that both the constant term and
neuroticism have a statistically significant effect on job
engagement. The regression coefficients are β0 = 4.41 (p ≤
0.0001) and β1 = -0.12 (p = 0.014), respectively. Hence,
neuroticism exerts a negative effect on job engagement.

Discussion of the results
Openness had a positive correlation with the overall job
engagement. This may be because openness to experience
has become a prior personality trait because of the rapidly
Open Access
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TABLE 5: Simple linear regression model fit and summary for the big five personalities on job engagement.
Source

Agreeableness

Conscientiousness

Openness

Extraversion

Neuroticism

71.53* (0.000)

77.25* (0.000)

56.30* (0.000*)

5.73* (0.017)

6.11* (0.014)

402 (1)

402 (1)

402 (1)

402 (1)

402 (1)

β0 (sig)

2.28* (0.000)

2.34* (0.000)

2.41* (0.000)

3.60* (0.000)

4.41* (0.000)

β1 (sig)

0.50* (0.000)

0.48* (0.000)

0.48* (0.000)

0.15* (0.017)

-0.12* (0.014)

0.15 (0.15)

0.16 (0.16)

0.12 (0.12)

0.01 (0.01)

0.02 (0.01)

1.62

1.67

1.61

1.50

1.51

Model fit statistics
F-value (Pr > F)
N (df)
Parameter estimates

Model summary
R2 (adjusted R2 )
Durbin–Watson test

Note: Independent variables: constant, agreeableness, conscientiousness, openness, extraversion and neuroticism. Dependent variable: job engagement.
*, Significant fit.

changing nature of current working life; hence, employees
who adapt themselves to the changes can be more engaged
in their job. This finding is consonant with that of Woods
and Sofat (2013) who reported a positive and a statistically
significant correlation between openness to experience and
engagement (r = 0.28, p < 0.01) with a relatively small
practical size. Individuals with openness to experience have
the tendency to be imaginative and curious as opposed to
being concrete-minded and narrow thinking (Laher, 2010),
thereby able to stimulate the level of employee engagement.
Conscientiousness was found to be positively correlated to
job engagement and the three job engagement components.
This can be explained because of the organisational skills,
steadiness during hard times and a strong sense of
responsibility engaged employees display whilst performing
their roles. The results are supporting the findings of other
researches (Van Daal, Donche, & De Maeyer, 2014).
Conscientious individuals have a tendency to be habitually
careful, reliable, hardworking, well energised and purposeful,
which makes them more engaged in their work.
Extraversion was found to be positively correlated to job
engagement and its three job engagement components. The
study results corroborate previous research performed by
other researchers who found a positive correlation between job
engagement and extraversion (Gulamali, 2017). This finding
suggests that people who are highly assertive and sociable are
most likely to work with great enthusiasm and inner drive to
pursue others. An increased amount of extraversion
experienced will result in an increase in job engagement as
extroverts are characterised by displaying high levels of selfconfidence, energy and activity (Milfont & Sibley, 2012).
Agreeableness was found to be positively correlated to job
engagement. Similar results are also observed in the study
conducted by Woods and Sofat (2013) among a sample of
working adults in the UK and reported that agreeableness
was positively correlated with engagement. The positive
correlation between engagement and agreeableness suggests
that participants have the proclivity to care, help and
cooperate with others. The results are consistent with those
by Akhtar, Boustani, Tsivrikos and Chamorro-Premuzic
(2015) who found agreeableness as a significant predictor of
job engagement. Agreeable employees can be more positive
and motivated to resolve the problems and conflicts, which
http://www.sajhrm.co.za

makes them more engaged in their job because they can save
their energy and flow it to their work roles.
Neuroticism was found to be negatively correlated to job
engagement. The study results are consistent with studies
conducted by Reinke and Chamorro-Premuzic (2014) and
Woods and Sofat (2013) who also found a negative
correlation between neuroticism and job engagement. This
may be because people high in neuroticism are likely to be
distracted and put more energy into worrying about
personal issues that are irrelevant to the task at hand. This
naturally makes them less emotionally or cognitively
available to perform the job.
Conscientiousness, agreeableness and openness accounted for
20.6% variance in job engagement. The study results are
consistent with a study conducted by Shuckla, Aggarwal,
Adhikari and Singh (2014) who found that almost 24% of
employee engagement was explained by the personality of the
employees on its own. They also found that conscientiousness,
agreeableness and openness had a moderately positive
relationship with employee engagement, whereas extraversion
and neuroticism had a weak relationship with employee
engagement, which is similar to this study results. In another
study by Mroz and Kaleta (2016), all the five traits of personality
accounted for 8%–15% of the variance in work engagement,
whereas Gulamali (2017) found that 27.9% of the variance of
job engagement was explained by the individual traits. On the
other hand, Ziapour and Kianipour (2015) found that
neuroticism and agreeableness predicted 4.9% of the variance
of nurses’ job engagement. The study does not support the
results found by Yadav and Katiyar (2017) who found that
extraversion and conscientiousness had a major impact on
overall engagement and accounted for 57% change in
employee engagement. In this study extraversion had a weak
correlation with job engagement. These results are a bit
contrary as extravert employees are most effective in jobs that
require interpersonal relationships such as municipal workers.
However, Moshoeu (2017) also found that extraversion did not
act as significant predictors of employee engagement.
Job engagement had statistically significant differences on
the level of education and municipalities. The study results
in terms of education and job engagement are consistent with
those conducted by Bell and Barkhuizen (2011) who found
significant differences among job engagement, home
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language, ethnicity and educational qualification. This study
showed that employees with a certificate were more engaged
than employees who had diploma, degree, postgraduate and
other educational qualification. This is consistent with
previous research by Jackson and Rothmann (2004) who
found that teachers with lower qualifications were more
engaged than the others. However, the results contradict the
discoveries of Barkhuizen and Rothmann (2006) who found
academics with a doctoral degree to be more engaged than
those with an honours degree.
The study results also show that there were significant
differences between engagement and geographical location
of employees. Employees who worked in certain
municipalities such as ADM experienced more high levels of
job engagement than employees working at ANDM.
Amathole District is found in a big town and Alfred Nzo is
situated in Mount Aliyff in what is considered a rural area
which might affect how employees view their work. The
results are in line with Lavoie (2014) who pointed out that
location of a workplace has an impact on employee
engagement when he found that most employees in big cities
were more engaged. In addition, Gupta, Ganguli and Ponnam
(2015) are of the view that location of appointment is a very
crucial factor for engaging employees.

Theoretical implications
An important theoretical implication of this study is inherent
in the subject matter of the research. Jin and McDonald (2016)
suggested that employee engagement in the public enterprises
is a topic that remains under-researched. This study adds to
the scholarly research by providing results related to employee
engagement under-researched sector. Additionally, to the best
of the researcher’s knowledge, the deployment of the JES and
IPIP for this study marks the first application on the municipal
workers in the ECP. The relationship between engagement and
demographics is sometimes conflicting. A theoretical
implication of this study was that, other than educational
qualifications, none of the demographic variables were
statistically significant predictors of employee engagement.

Practical implications
Currently, personality predictors are being used to select
employees for several organisational outcomes. Findings from
this study offer a deeper understanding of how an organisation
can achieve the desired organisational goals. It can be noted
that extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness and
emotional stability have a positive effect on job engagement.
Therefore, hiring employees based on personality predictors
directly related to job performance will induce positive
organisational outcomes, and so will hiring employees based
on personality factors that relate to engagement.
An organisation should be cautious when designing jobs to
minimise the cognitive, emotional and physical strain
experienced by employees. Management should not overload
employees with cognitive processing demands, or require
them to perform extensive emotional labour in their positions
http://www.sajhrm.co.za
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without breaks, and should minimise the ergonomic jobrelated hazards present in their jobs.
It is important that management practitioners regularly measure
and track employee engagement within the workforce. In doing
so, the effectiveness of strategic efforts to increase employee
engagement can be monitored and evaluated.

Limitations and recommendations
The quantitative approach to this study has implications for the
research. The self-report questionnaires for personality and job
engagement can lead to linear, subjectivity and faking because
of factors such as a social desirability bias. It is recommended
that further studies make use of different methodologies, such
as qualitative and quantitative, which could provide more
in-depth insights into the relationship between personality
traits and employee engagement. As is the nature of research, a
larger sample size could contribute to a greater generalisability
of the current findings. Researchers have also noted the need
for more longitudinal and experimental research study designs
for research on personality and employee engagement (Rich
et al., 2010). Personality traits can change over time as a result
of external factors such as the environment of the place of
employment, the experience gained within a role and the
establishment of additional skills or expertise.

Conclusion
Increasing work engagement in a sustainable way remains a
challenge despite years of research on the topic (Rothmann,
2017). The question remains as to why employees, when
working under comparable conditions, display signs of job
engagement, whereas others display a few or no signs of job
engagement. It can be contributed to personality, and it cannot
be ignored in the workplace especially because organisation
represents a social system with many personalities interacting.
Our theoretical validation is that certain behavioural and
emotional styles related to personality traits will make it more
likely that an individual will experience a state of engagement
at the workplace. Organisations cannot change employees;
however, they can capitalise on employees having certain
traits that tend to facilitate a state of engagement. Therefore,
the study provided guidance for selecting a new employee
with the positive psychological capacity to successfully
manage their engagement in a rapidly changing environment.
Municipal workers need to be engaged in their work as this
will enhance good service delivery, which will increase the
socio-economic status of the citizens.
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