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Introduction
Orientation
This study was motivated by what seems to be weaknesses of National Treasury to appropriately 
manage two functions: the annual budget preparation function and the budget implementation 
monitoring function as illustrated through negative audit outcomes expressed by the Auditor 
General of South Africa. These audit outcomes are based on an objective assessment of a 
department’s compliance with financial legislation and the extent to which appropriated budgets 
have been implemented in line with departmental performance plans for service delivery (Auditor 
General of South Africa, n.d.). The audit outcomes of 2016–2017 indicated that only 30% of the 
total population audited at the national government level received clean audits (Auditor General 
of South Africa, 2017). These aforementioned functions, mandated through the Public Finance 
Management Act (Republic of South Africa, 1999), are aimed at ensuring government departments 
achieve good audit outcomes as support would be given to ensure that realistic budgets are 
crafted and adequately implemented in line with applicable financial legislation and that allocated 
resources enable the given departments to provide good service delivery (Department of National 
Treasury, 2015). Parliament of South Africa (2016) and Department of National Treasury (2011) 
provide further detail on the functions as follows:

Orientation: There is overwhelming research on job satisfaction and work engagement as it 
relates to the private sector when compared with the public sector. Noting differences between 
the two sectors, the undeniable importance of the latter and that its employees are central to 
service delivery the dynamics of the concepts must be understood comprehensively. This 
study aims to add to this body of knowledge. 

Research purpose: To determine the level of job satisfaction and work engagement at National 
Treasury, and whether job satisfaction is a significant predictor of work engagement.

Motivation for the study: South African Government’s financial performance, which is largely 
the responsibility of National Treasury is unsatisfactory. As this responsibility is carried out 
by its employees, noting that job satisfaction and work engagement are some of the more 
recognised antecedents for employee performance, these need to be understood as the first 
step towards intervention. 

Research approach/ design and method: A quantitative approach was followed wherein two 
questionnaires were administered via online census survey to all employees (n = 1189). Data 
collected were analysed using the mean and the frequency polygon. Multiple linear regression 
was conducted using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). 

Main findings: Somewhat low levels of job satisfaction and work engagement were observed. 
Multiple linear regression has confirmed that job satisfaction is a predictor of work engagement 
(R2 = 49.1%). It was also discovered that non-monetary aspects of the former such as 
communication and access to promotional opportunities are significant predictors while pay 
is not.

Practical / managerial implications: Job satisfaction, which relates to a focused state of work 
engagement, can also be harnessed through non-monetary aspects of the job.

Contribution/ value added: The study provided insight into the level of job satisfaction and 
engagement at National Treasury and reinforced the sentiment that satisfied employees tend 
to be vigorous, dedicated and absorbed.

Keywords: job satisfaction; work engagement; National Treasury; employee performance; 
audit outcomes.
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•	 Budget preparation function: This is a lengthy function with 
various sub-processes, such as the assessment of proposed 
budget reallocations and budget bids for new priorities, 
wherein budget and resource allocation decisions for all 
national government departments are made by National 
Treasury before the annual national budget is tabled in 
Parliament. Employees would need to apply their budget 
management knowledge and expertise and extensively 
interact with national government departments to 
support them in crafting realistic and reliable budgets. 

•	 Budget implementation monitoring function: This 
involves the continuous monitoring and analysis of 
public expenditure and assessing the impact thereof on 
service delivery. Employees would need to apply their 
knowledge of sector policy goals and provide close 
support to departments to ensure that allocated budgets 
are expeditiously implemented, in line with relevant 
legislation, to achieve the given sector goals. 

The Department of National Treasury (2019) suggested that 
the National Treasury is a service organisation as its 
employees would need to interact with, and in a sense 
serve, government departments as they carry out the 
aforesaid functions. These functions form part of its ultimate 
organisational service promise to ensure prudent 
management of public finances. Given the sentiment of 
Skaalsvik (2017) that in the case of service organisations, 
employees make up part of an organisation’s actual service 
as they carry out the various activities involved in 
performing a given service promise, greater focus needs to 
be placed on ways to improve employee performance. Job 
satisfaction and work engagement are suggested as 
appropriate ways to harness employee performance 
(Alzyoud, 2018). Garg, Dar and Mishra (2017), Ludviga and 
Kalvina (2016) and Yalabik, Rayton and Rapti (2016) 
suggested that a positive feeling regarding one’s job 
increases the likelihood of a vigorous, dedicated and 
absorbed manner of interaction with their work. This is also 
the basis for the hypothesis statement in the study.

Earlier thinking on employee performance was largely centred 
on the belief that money was the most significant motivator. 
This is mainly because of work, such as the theory of scientific 
management, by Taylor (1919), which treated humans as 
purely money driven beings. This implied that employee 
performance would only be a function of the perceived 
adequacy of remuneration levels. It was only during the mid-
1900s that this thinking evolved to realise the importance of 
positive psychology (Gable & Haidt, 2005), with its popularity 
later expedited by the seminal work of authors such as 
Seligman (1994) and Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), 
leading to greater consideration that ‘experiences of positive 
emotion are beneficial for individuals because they serve to 
broaden perceptive, focus and attention’ (Lambert, Pasha-
Zaidi, Passmore, & York Al Karam, 2015, p. 3). This also led to 
increased appreciation of the influence of other factors such as 
job satisfaction and work engagement on employee 
performance (Mills, Fleck, & Kozikowski, 2013). Khan, Khan, 

Nawaz and Qureshi (2013) and Lopez and Gallagher (2009) 
mentioned that positive psychology is based on the belief 
that human strengths and qualities can be boosted to ensure 
that individuals function optimally, creatively and effectively 
in the workplace. This type of psychology particularly 
acknowledges the dynamism of human behaviour and would 
be useful to managers because employee performance remains 
a challenge (Orin, 2010). The application of punitive measures 
for poor employee performance is also discouraged with 
authors such as Mogab, Kishan and Vacaflores (2013) referring 
to domestic labour legislation as overly protective. Employers, 
therefore, need to seek amicable ways to encourage good 
performance (Bhorat, Naidoo, & Yu, 2014).

A positive correlation between job satisfaction and performance 
was confirmed by studies such as those of Bakotić (2016), 
Khan, Nawaz, Aleem and Hamed (2012), and Latif, Ahmad, 
Qasim, Mushtaq, Ferdoos and Naeem (2013) amongst others. 
A similar correlation was determined for work engagement 
and performance in studies by Kim, Kolb and Kim (2012), 
Rana, Pant and Chopra (2019), and Yongxing, Hongfei, Baoguo 
and Lei (2017). Bellani, Ramadhani and Tamar (2018), Garg 
et al. (2017) and Tepayakul and Rinthaisong (2018) also found 
that job satisfaction is a predictor of work engagement, which 
then impacts performance. As these concepts are amicable 
ways to promote performance as suggested by Abu-Shamaa, 
Al-Rabayah and Khasawneh (2015), application thereof would 
be useful particularly in the South African labour market. 

Bakker (2017) and Inuwa (2016) considered job satisfaction 
and work engagement as valuable topics in modern 
management, particularly in light of the seeming consensus 
towards a positive psychological approach for managing 
performance (Lambert et al., 2015), given their proven link to 
employee performance (Alzyoud, 2018). Inuwa (2016), and 
Ziapour and Kianipour (2015) stated that much of the 
research relating thereto has largely focused on the private 
sector. This is probably not surprising because at the core 
of the very survival of business is market competitiveness, 
which can be achieved through superior employee 
performance (Zuñiga-Collazos, Castillo-Palacio, & Padilla-
Delgado, 2019). Macleod and Clarke (2009), however, argued 
that much of the work of the public sector involves complex 
policy issues, with organisational performance in the sector 
being a direct function of whether public services are 
appropriately delivered to citizens. Thus, organisational 
performance that usually results from employee performance 
(Skaalsvik, 2017) is arguably just as important as it would be 
in the private sector. This warrants research relating to the 
concepts under review in this study to be progressively 
increased for the public sector to match that available for the 
private sector. It is easy to imagine how a favourable feeling 
towards one’s job, which is one of the definitions for job 
satisfaction (Aziri, 2011), would probably make it easier for 
one to be more engaged in their work in the private sector 
environment where undesired consequences for poor 
performance are usually severe and accountability is 
stringently applied (Khan & Khandaker, 2016). In a sector 
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where this is not the case, the choice to not be engaged in 
one’s work despite possessing this feeling is perhaps easier. 
Given this difference between the sectors, it should not be 
readily assumed that job satisfaction would predict work 
engagement as has been proven over and over again in the 
private sector. This needs to be tested and established in 
formal research, using the case of a vast number of different 
government institutions, at least to level of available literature 
for the private sector. Doing this would also address the 
sentiment that both concepts are generally under-researched 
in the public sector. This study aims to contribute in both 
respects.

Research purpose and objectives
The study, relying on the notion that job satisfaction and 
work engagement are appropriate and amicable ways to 
improve employee performance, focused on these concepts 
at National Treasury. Specifically, the objectives of this study 
are as follows:

•	 To determine the level of job satisfaction and work 
engagement at National Treasury: A case has been made 
that National Treasury is a service providing organisation, 
relying heavily on its employees to carry out the functions 
articulated earlier. These functions are meant to ensure 
that government achieves good audit outcomes, the 
negative audit outcomes seen thus implies that National 
Treasury’s performance is not adequate. As these 
functions are performed by its employees, employee 
performance can be said to be inadequate and requires 
intervention. Understanding the level of job satisfaction 
and work engagement would be a good starting point for 
crafting an intervention strategy that considers the 
context of positive psychology. 

•	 To determine whether job satisfaction is a significant 
predictor of work engagement: while the link between 
job satisfaction and work engagement has been 
established in literature much of this was based on the 
private sector context (Bellani et al., 2018; Garg et al., 
2017; Tepayakul & Rinthaisong, 2018). Taking this fact 
into account and that the public sector is driven by 
political forces wherein  competitiveness is not much 
important (Khan & Khandaker, 2016), further dedicated 
public sector research on this link by different types of 
government institutions is important. In addition, a quick 
google search for studies that aim to determine this link 
in this manner for national government departments, 
such as National Treasury, in South Africa yielded no 
useful results.

Literature review
Since the advent of positive psychology, there has been a 
significant growth in its appreciation, both in academia and 
the industry as a means to manage performance (Orin, 2010). 
Gable and Haidt (2005, p. 103) highlighted the difference 
between traditional and positive psychology, by stating that 
the former is, in essence, about ‘learning how to bring people 
up from negative eight to zero’ while the latter is more 

concerned about ‘understanding how people rise from zero 
to positive eight’. Furthermore, traditional psychology is 
more curative because it seeks to resolve already existing 
problems and synonymises well-being with the absence of 
problems or illness in the present. Positive psychology, on the 
other hand, follows a preventative approach to care by 
suggesting that creating positive emotions and building on 
human strengths would minimise the likelihood of the 
occurrence of problems in the first place. It also postulates 
that well-being reduces vulnerability for future problems 
(Lambert et al., 2015).

Job satisfaction and work engagement, as defined in this 
study, seem more appropriately placed within the realm of 
positive psychology. Bellani et al. (2018) mentioned that 
operationalising these concepts essentially entails getting 
employees to have favourable feelings about the workplace 
in general, thereby increasing the probability of their 
appropriate involvement in the various work tasks. 
Consequently, future vulnerability to workplace-related 
problems is limited, thereby achieving and sustaining good 
employee performance. This idea also aligns with the 
hypothesis statement of this study. South African labour 
legislation seems to lean more towards a positive psychology 
approach by introducing the term of corrective discipline. 
The Labour Relations Act (Republic of South Africa, 1995) 
refers to corrective discipline as the process through which 
an employer should attempt to correct employee behaviour 
through a graduated system of discipline, which would start 
with counselling and informal advice. 

Job satisfaction
Job satisfaction is said to be potentially the most researched 
concept in organisational behaviour with more than 10 000 
studies published, but very few of these focusing on the 
public sector (Inuwa, 2016). It has been proven to be a 
significant predictor of performance, particularly through 
the demonstrated ability to get employees to be appropriately 
focused and involved in the workplace (Wright, 2006). 
Wright further stated that appreciation of the concept began 
as early as the 1900s when authors such as Gilbreth (1911) 
observed that employees who believed that their earnings 
were commensurate with the effort exerted in the workplace, 
were happier and more enthusiastic to take on work tasks 
compared with those who did not. This observation 
suggested the presence of contentment, which seemed to be a 
notable contributor to employee performance. It was later 
observed that any employee sentiments and feelings towards 
work would determine contentment (Wright, 2006). This 
suggested that there may be a vast number of factors that 
influence job satisfaction, making it a very complex concept 
to understand (Arifin, Nirwanto, & Manan, 2019). As such, 
management teams often find it challenging to ensure that 
employees are consistently satisfied. Aziri (2011) indicated 
that this complexity is evident in the fact that there are 
various definitions of job satisfaction available in literature 
and mentioned the following as examples:
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•	 A positive feeling that results from how psychological, 
physical and environmental factors, which have to do 
with the job and the workplace, relate with each other.

•	 It is a reflection of the extent to which an employee is 
competent in the various roles of the particular job.

•	 It represents a worker’s sense of achievement in the 
workplace.

Field (2008) succeeded in simplifying the job satisfaction 
concept through a basic job satisfaction model. This model 
suggested that job satisfaction impacts employee fulfilment, 
commitment and engagement. It also provided common 
factors such as pay and work conditions, which increase the 
likelihood of an employee to either be satisfied or dissatisfied. 
Job satisfaction and dissatisfaction are seen as opposites, the 
more favourable the common factors the more likely an 
employee is to experience job satisfaction (Popović, Maletić, & 
Paunović, 2015). Spector (1985) suggested that the concept is a 
sum of nine favourable factors, namely pay, promotion, 
supervision, benefits, contingent rewards, operating procedures, 
co-workers, nature of work and communication. Rabbanee, 
Yasmin and Mamun (2016), Bellani et al. (2018) and Spector 
(1985) explained these as follows: 

•	 Pay: Refers to the wages that form part of an employee’s 
compensation package for a given job. The perceived 
appropriateness of the level of wages to workplace 
demands is as important as perceptions of fairness when 
compared with those earned by other employees within 
the organisation and industry at large. 

•	 Promotion: The importance of access to promotional 
opportunities within the organisation for employees 
stems from the prospect that these would also provide for 
personal growth, improved social status and increased 
responsibility. 

•	 Supervision: This factor is concerned with how 
immediate supervisors manage their subordinates. A 
good supervisor can create an environment where 
employees feel safe and confident to fully express 
themselves. This can be achieved by valuing the opinions 
and views of employees and coming across as friendly 
and knowledgeable. 

•	 Benefits: These refer to employee fringe benefits, often 
seen as employers’ way for providing personal protection, 
which are made over and above pay and includes medical 
aid cover, tuition reimbursement and retirement savings. 

•	 Contingent rewards: These rewards may be of a financial 
or non-financial nature made by employers with the 
specific intention to express appreciation for outstanding 
performance. 

•	 Operating procedures: It refers to the collection of various 
rules, procedures and processes applicable within the 
organisation. An example would include the process for 
which project approvals would need to undergo before 
implementation. Too much red tape has the potential to 
discourage employees. 

•	 Co-workers: Given the rather protracted periods spent at 
work, social interaction is necessary for most employees. 
Having friendly co-workers who can provide advice and 

support in the achievement of individual performance 
goals is preferred. 

•	 Nature of work: Work is enjoyable only if its employees 
are satisfied with its various aspects. These include basic 
daily tasks and other periodic or special tasks that may be 
required from time to time. 

•	 Communication: The extent to which employees are 
informed about the organisation and things that impact 
the organisation is important, particularly those who 
pertain to their obligations to the organisation and work 
demands. Communication is critical at all levels and 
should not be limited to the immediate supervisor and 
subordinate level.

This study relies upon the operational definition of concept, 
which is provided as the sum of the nine factors of 
Spector (1985). 

Work engagement
Schaufeli (2012) mentioned that the concept of work 
engagement emerged in the 1990s and has since become very 
popular in academia and in business. It, along with job 
satisfaction, grew in popularity because of the general shift in 
organisational behaviour towards a positive psychological 
approach. Its importance was further highlighted by the 
results of an international survey conducted in the late 1990s 
amongst chief executive officers. The survey found the 
absence of universally acceptable practices to enhance 
employee engagement to be in the top five challenges 
proposed in the survey (Schaufeli, 2013). Bakker (2017) stated 
that there are more than 100 studies validating a strong 
positive relationship between work engagement and 
organisational performance. Following the review of more 
than 200 publications, Schaufeli (2013) found common 
descriptions of work engagement based on four main 
approaches, namely the needs-satisfying approach rests on the 
desire of an employee to positively express himself or herself 
when performing their roles in the workplace. The burnout-
antithesis approach consists of two main schools of thought. 
On the one hand, burnout is probably the most obvious to 
recognise and features to some extent in current literature. 
Work engagement is thus, proposed as a way of avoiding the 
undesirable state of burnout. On the other hand, work 
engagement is not seen as quite the opposite of burnout but 
rather separate and is characterised by vigour, dedication 
and adsorption. The satisfaction-engagement approach emerged 
in the 1990s and the early 2000s and synonymises the concept 
of involvement, which was believed to largely make up 
engagement and satisfaction. In other words, a satisfied 
employee will be involved in the workplace. Lastly, the multi-
dimensional approach was established in the mid-2000s when 
various authors started using combinations of the needs-
satisfying, burnout-antithesis and satisfaction approaches. 
As discussed earlier, Bellani et al. (2018), Garg et al. (2017), 
and Tepayakul and Rinthaisong (2018) suggested that 
satisfied employees are more likely to display higher work 
engagement levels. This implies a more focused state of 
interaction with the workplace, leading to improved 
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performance. In support, Viswesvaran, Schmidt and Ones 
(2005) stated that engaged employees are less prone to make 
mistakes and are generally more efficient. Schaufeli and 
Bakker (2004) introduced another perspective that focused 
on the direction of causality between job satisfaction and 
work engagement. It is suggested that work engagement is 
the initial source of job satisfaction in a continuous cycle 
wherein one results in the other. 

This study relied on the following definition of work 
engagement: 

A positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is 
characterized by vigour, dedication and absorption. Rather than 
a momentary and specific state, engagement refers to a more 
persistent and pervasive affective-cognitive state that is not 
focused on any particular object, event, individual or behavior 
[sic]. (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004, p. 15)

Another definition referred to the concept as two dimensional, 
namely attention and absorption. Saks (2006, p. 601) referred 
to the concept as the ‘psychological presence of an employee’.

Articulating the hypothesis statement: 
Employees’ level of job satisfaction has a 
significant positive relationship with work 
engagement
According to Garg et al. (2017) various studies found job 
satisfaction to be closely related to work engagement. 
Ludviga and Kalvina (2016) supported this by highlighting 
the wide following in industry and academia on the idea 
that job satisfaction is an ascendant of work engagement. 
Furthermore, it is reasonable to expect that an employee 
who has a positive feeling that resulted from favourable 
interaction between psychological, physical and 
environmental factors of the job and the workplace (job 
satisfaction) (Aziri, 2011) would be more prone to vigour, 
dedication and adsorption in the workplace (work 
engagement) (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Yalabik et al. (2016) 
supported this by referring to the satiation–activation 
concept. Satiation relates to satisfaction that results from the 
favourable outcome of the emotional evaluation of the job. 
Activation refers to a positive state of directed behaviour 
and thus relates to work engagement. The idea is that 
satiation would inform activation. These findings from 
literature inform the hypothesis statement of the study as 
depicted in Figure 1.

An employee would therefore, generally expect that being 
focused, dedicated and energetic would increase his or her 
performance, which in turn should bring about greater 
rewards, recognition and growth within the organisation. 
Consequently, the likelihood of the said employee acquiring 

positive feelings about the organisation increases and it leads 
to job satisfaction. This satisfaction would then fuel work 
engagement and so on. 

The given discussions clearly affirm that job satisfaction 
positively influences the manner in which employees interact 
with their work. Depending on the situation and their 
individual preferences, employees are either displeased with 
their jobs or draw pleasure from it. Various studies in 
different sectors have provided evidence that performance is 
linked with job satisfaction (Bakotić, 2016; Khan et al., 2012; 
Latif et al., 2013) and work engagement (Kim et al., 2012; 
Rana et al., 2019; Yongxing et al., 2017). Thus, the claim that 
the absence of job satisfaction is harmful to an organisation 
can be accepted. Despite several studies on job satisfaction 
and work engagement being available in literature, little has 
been done in the context of the public sector and the National 
Treasury, which is a key government department. Thus, this 
study would address this gap. 

Research design
Research approach
This study is descriptive in nature as it aims to provide an 
accurate description of the study constructs and uses this 
information to determine the relationship between the two 
(Allwood, 2012). The study also follows a quantitative 
research design as it relies on numerical data for measurement 
and testing (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2016).

Research method
The study employed a cross-sectional design, which is one 
wherein phenomena is studied at a particular time (Saunders 
et al., 2016). Questionnaires were administered to all National 
Treasury employees to obtain perceptions of job satisfaction 
and engagement. The envisaged relationship between the 
two study constructs was based on a review of literature and 
data collected were used to measure these constructs and test 
the hypothesis statement for the study. 

Research participants and sample
The research participants were the employees of the National 
Treasury. An online census survey, wherein the questionnaires 
were sent to the entire population (n = 1189), was followed to 
ensure that the voices of all employees who wished to 
participate were included, to increase the likelihood of a good 
response rate and to ensure improved representation across 
various demographical factors. A response rate of 42.1%, 501 
of 1189, was achieved. Demographic information was collected 
on gender, job grade and level of education to better understand 
the respondents (see Table 1).

Closer inspection of Table 1 reveals that most of the 
respondents were male respondents at 53.9% (270). A total of 
25 respondents equalling 5.0% opted not to disclose their 
gender. For job grade, majority of the respondents were 
senior managers at 39.7% (199), followed by junior managers FIGURE 1: Graphic representation of the hypothesis statement for the study.

Job sa�sfac�on Work engagement H1
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with 20.6% (103) and only 1 respondent indicated a job grade 
above Level 16. The level of participation increases with the 
qualification level from national certificate to master’s degree. 
Only 0.4% (2) of the respondents held national certificates, 
0.8% (4) higher certificates and 2.2% (11) diplomas. Those 
with bachelor’s degrees were 13.6% (68) and 26.1% (131) held 
an honours degree. Most of the respondents had a master’s 
degree at 54.7% (274).

Measuring instruments
This study used the English version of the Utrecht Work 
Engagement Scale (UWES) by Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) 
and the original version Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS) by 
Spector (1985) because these are amongst the most extensively 
used and recognised in the field (Batura, Skordis-Worrall, 
Thapa, Basnyat, & Morrison, 2016; Wickramasinghe, 
Dissanayake, & Abeywardena, 2018). Each have been 
designed to measure the constructs that are believed to make 
up work engagement and job satisfaction, based on the 
definitions discussed in the literature review section, as 
follows (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Spector, 1985):

•	 The UWES has a total of 17 items grouped within three 
subscales: Firstly, the vigour subscale, which consists of 6 
items. Secondly, the dedication subscale, which consists of 
5 items and lastly the adsorption subscale, which consists 
of 6 items. Psychometric evaluation of the instrument was 
conducted across different counties including South Africa 
confirming its factorial validity, reliability, stability upon 
test retest and cross-national applicability.

•	 The JSS has a total of 36 items within nine subscales: All 
subscales consist of 4 items and are meant to measure pay, 
promotion, supervision, benefits, contingent rewards, operating 
procedures, co-workers, nature of work and communication. A 

psychometric evaluation of the instrument was conducted 
across 19 organisations in the public, service, non-profit 
sectors and municipal public works. In all cases, the proposed 
nine factor solution was confirmed, appropriateness of its 
use across various service organisation types, stability upon 
test resting and reliability were also illustrated. 

Both developers of the surveys established validity by using 
factor analysis. Both instruments have also been used in 
various other studies (Jacobs, Renard, & Snelgar, [2014]; 
Musenze & Mayende [2020]; Steyn, [2016]) for UWES and 
Ani & Mirela [2016]; Maleka, Paul-Dachapalli, Ragadu, 
Schultz, & Van Hoek, [2020]; Syeda, Nighat, & Syeda, [2017] 
for JSS) and their validities illustrated, with high interrelations 
between the proposed factors usually resulting (Kulikoski, 
2019). This study relied on the face validity of the instruments, 
which was carried through the pre-testing process wherein 
three practicing human resource experts in a government 
department were requested to review the instruments as 
recommended by Taherdoost (2016), and all agreed that it 
seemed to measure what it should measure and thus 
constitute face validity (Saunders et al., 2016). A professor of 
human resources management also reviewed the instrument 
and has also provided this confirmation.

Both authors recommended the use of the Likert-scale 
approach to obtain data and suggest the use of mean scores to 
interpret results. The closer the mean score to the highest 
possible positive response option, the greater the presence of 
the construct measured by the respective scale. The opposite 
would be true for those close to the lowest possible response 
option. This study opted for a 7-point Likert scale, starting 
from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’, as lower scales 
have been criticised for providing options that are radically 
different from each other (Joshi, Kale, Chandel, & Pal, 2015). 
Response options were assigned values from 1 to 7, from 
lowest to highest options with the highest being preferred. The 
basis of this ranked superiority stems from the context of the 
questionnaire items in the field of organisational behaviour, 
for instance; a ‘7’, or strongly agree, for ‘at work, I feel bursting 
with energy’ which is one of the items of the UWES.

Saunders et al. (2016) and Manikandan (2011) further 
suggested the use of graphic representations of frequency 
distributions, such as frequency polygons, as these make it 
easy to summarise total data gathered while also showing the 
skewness of data. Skewness refers to the extent to which a 
distribution curve deviates from a normal curve wherein the 
curve would peak on the centre value, which is 4 in this study. 
A negatively skewed polygon, indicating more positive scores, 
would peak on the positive side, which would be on the right-
hand side of the centre value (Saunders et al., 2016).

For reliability, Cronbach’s alphas of 0.865 and 0.861 were 
obtained, respectively, for the pilot study using 37 
respondents. For the main study, as shown in Tables 2 and 3, 
overall values of 0.975 and 0.952 were obtained, which are 
above the recommendation of 0.7. The average inter-item 
correlation was also used with values ranging between 0.20 

TABLE 1: Demographic information of respondents.
Demographic Demographic detail n %

Gender
Male 270 53.9
Female 206 41.1
Other 25 5
Total 501 100

Job grade
Senior management (SL13) 199 39.7
Junior management (SL9–10) 103 20.6
Middle management (SL11–12) 101 20.2
Top management (14–16) 58 11.6
Non-management (SL1–8) 39 7.8
Unknown management class (>SL16) 1 0.01
Total 501 100

Level of education
Doctoral degree 11 2.2
Master’s degree 274 54.7
Bachelor Honours 131 26.1
Bachelor’s degree 68 13.6
Diploma 11 2.2
Higher certificate 4 0.8
National senior certificate 2 0.4
Total 501 100
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and 0.4 indicative of reliability in cases where Cronbach’s 
alpha was below 0.7 as recommended by Pallant (2007).

Research procedure and ethical considerations
The data were collected using an online survey, which was 
sent to all National Treasury (n = 1189) employees. Given the 
sensitivity of the subject and to ensure that respondents were 
as truthful as possible, the study was anonymous and 
respondents were informed of this anonymity in a signed 
letter by the researcher that was included in the email, which 
contained the link to the online survey. Participation was 
voluntary and respondents were also free to withdraw during 
the survey. Written permission to obtain data from the 
employees and to publish the National Treasury name was 
obtained from the Director General. The ethics committee of a 
University in Gauteng granted ethical clearance for the study. 

Statistical analysis
Descriptive and inferential statistical data analysis methods 
were used via the Statistical Package for Social Sciences 
(SPSS) version 25. Frequency tables (Tables 2 and 3) show the 
mean and standard deviation used for the descriptive 
analysis. Multiple linear regression was used to test for the 
direction and strength of the relationship between job 
satisfaction, including its nine components as provided by 
Spector (1985) and work engagement. Responses received for 
all negatively worded items were reversed for the ease of 
analysis. 

Results
Level of job satisfaction and work engagement
The total mean value of 5.151 for the responses relating to job 
satisfaction (Table 2) and that of 5.789 for the responses 
relating to work engagement (Table 3) are both above the 

centre value of 4 indicating appropriate levels. However, 
there is still room for improvement for both as the former is 
closer to the third best-preferred option, which is 5 on the 
Likert scale. The latter is closer to the second-best preferred 
option, which is 6 on the Likert scale. 

To provide a more detailed summary, the total number of 
responses received in each response category was used to 
construct the frequency polygon for job satisfaction and work 
engagement (Figure 2). The centre value of 4 is illustrated 
with a red vertical line in the frequency polygon. The 
frequency polygon peaks on the right-hand of the centre, 
which indicates negatively skewed responses and implies 
more positive results. This supports the interpretation made 
using the mean.

Results from hypothesis testing
Multiple linear regression analysis was conducted using 
SPSS and interpreted using the guidance of Dhakal (2018). 
All assumptions of regression were met, with n = 326 used 
after outliers were removed using Mahalanobis distance. Its 
maximum value started at 138.36 but was soon reduced to 
27.76 after 10 iterations of removing outliers by SPSS. This is 
below the suggested critical value of 27.88 determined by 
using a chi-square table with 9 as our degrees of freedom as 
9 predictors were loaded in the regression model (Pallant, 
2007). The analysis of variance (ANOVA) table is the first 
output of the multiple linear regression model and indicates 
whether the model has statistical significance. A p-value 
below the level of significance of 0.05, used in this study, 
indicates that the predictors predict the dependent variable 
in a statistically significant manner. The coefficient of 
determination (R2) provides for the proportion of the 
variance explained by the predictors. The R2 value of 0.491, 
indicates that 49.1% of the variance in work engagement is 
explained by job satisfaction and is close to the threshold of 
what would be considered a strong explanation of variance, 
which is usually 0.5 (Gogtay & Thatte, 2017). The model 
also provides p-values for each predictor to help identify 

TABLE 3: Frequency distribution for Utrecht Work Engagement Scale.
Scales Cronbach’s alpha Mean SD

Vigour 0.940 5.841 1.135
Dedication 0.923 5.911 1.152
Absorption 0.916 5.617 1.165
Total scales (Work 
engagement)

0.975 5.789 1.150

TABLE 2: Frequency distribution for job satisfaction survey.
Scales Cronbach’s alpha Mean SD

Pay 0.818 5.273 1.381
Promotion 0.852 5.519 1.733
Supervision 0.750 5.495 1.271
Benefits 0.800 5.288 1.370
Contingent rewards 0.538* 4.343 1.386
Operating procedures 0.729 4.398 1.434
Co-workers 0.751 5.353 1.155
Nature of work total 0.844 5.971 1.146
Communication total 0.858 4.715 1.644
Total scales (Job satisfaction) 0.952 5.151 1.391

*Average inter-item correlation of 0.225 was computed and used in the place of Cronbach’s 
alpha for reliability, with values ranging between 0.20 and 0.40 deemed appropriate as 
recommended by Pallant (2007), for contingent rewards. 

FIGURE 2: Frequency polygon for job satisfaction and work engagement at 
National Treasury.
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those with noteworthy impact using the beta coefficient (B). 
B indicates the exact value change in the dependent value 
that would result when the particular predictor increases or 
decreases by one unit (Dhakal, 2018; Pallant, 2007). 
Accordingly, the following predictors are determined to 
predict work engagement in a statistically significant 
manner (Table 4):

•	 With one unit increase in promotion, work engagement 
increases by 0.058.

•	 With one unit increase in benefits, work engagement 
increases by 0.438.

•	 With one unit increase operating procedures, work 
engagement decreases by 0.060.

•	 With one unit increase in nature of work, work engagement 
decreases by 0.052.

•	 With one unit increase in communication, work 
engagement increases by 0.595.

Discussion
Outline of results
It is important to observe the idea that the poor government 
audit outcomes relate to National Treasury’s inability to 
adequately perform the annual budget preparation and 
the  budget implementation monitoring functions, through 
its  employees as suggested by Department of National 
Treasury (2019). If the premise that job satisfaction and work 
engagement are amongst notable antecedents for good 
employee performance, the results of this study would seem 
to support the idea. While noting that there is a vast number 
of antecedents to employee performance, further research 
has suggested that job satisfaction (m = 5.151) and work 
engagement (m = 5.789) are amongst the more significant 
predictors (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Zuñiga-Collazos et al., 
2019) and have been found to need improvement in the case 
of National Treasury. 

Results from the regression analysis corroborate the established 
view, largely in the private sector, that job satisfaction notably 
facilitates work engagement (R2 = 0.491, p < 0.000) even in the 
case of the public sector, despite the inherent differences 
between the two. The results also seem to support the notions 
of Lambert et al. (2015) and Gable and Haidt (2005) that 
employees are not entirely driven by money as pay was found 
not to be a notable predictor of work engagement ( p = 0.678). 

Furthermore,  However, knowledge of the prospect for 
personal growth and personal protection provided by the 
employer, which underpins positive emotions and promotes 
feelings of being valued by the employer, can be achieved 
through improved access to opportunities for promotion (B = 
0.058, p < 0.000) and good fringe benefits (B = 0.438, p < 0.000), 
respectively, as suggested by Uysal, Aydemir and Genc (2017). 
Both of which were found  to be significant predictors of 
work  engagement as indicated. This also aligns with the 
statement of Lambert et al. (2015) that experiences of positive 
emotions are beneficial as they broaden perceptive and 
facilitate focus and attention, which are some components 
of  work engagement (Saks, 2006). It is not surprising that 
communication is found to be the strongest predictor (B = 
0.595, p < 0.000). Schaufeli and Taris (2014) mentioned that the 
appropriate alignment between job demands, which refers to 
physical and mental effort required in a job and job resources, 
which refers to aspects of the job that facilitate the performance 
of work tasks, prevents burnout, which is seen as the opposite 
of work engagement. Bucăţa and Rizescu (2017) mentioned 
that without communication not only will employees not 
know what is expected from them but will also not know 
which job resources are at their disposal and how to access 
these. Thus, the inadequate use of job resources may thus 
ensue increasing the likelihood of burnout. The direction of the 
relationship between work engagement and nature of work 
(B = –0.052, p = 0.001) and operating procedures (B = –0.060, 
p < 0.000) as predictors were found to be negative. Perhaps this 
links with the widespread belief that the public sector jobs are 
typically not challenging and that the sector cannot provide 
job resources to the level of the private sector (Do Monte, 2017; 
Zuñiga-Collazos et al., 2019), thus entrants already come into 
the sector with low expectations relating to the nature of work 
and operating procedures.

Practical implications
The study suggests that employees can be kept vigorous, 
dedicated and absorbed in their work, which all relate to 
improved employee performance, by igniting positive 
feelings about the job which is job satisfaction and happens 
to be amongst some of the more recognised antecedents 
for work engagement (Aziri, 2011; Schaufeli & Bakker, 
2004). As the South African government is facing 
challenging financial times, which implies that salaries 
cannot be as easily increased as before (Department of 
National Treasury, 2020), other non-monetary aspects of 
job satisfaction need to be carefully considered to promote 
superior employee performance. The findings confirmed 
that supervision, assuming a level of significance of 0.10, 
and communication can be used to improve on work 
engagement. Thus, managers and team leaders at the 
treasury need to provide appropriate and supportive 
supervision. For human resource managers communication, 
at all levels, needs to be prioritised as it was found to be 
the strongest predictor for work engagement. A dedicated 
two-way communication system, where employees and 

TABLE 4: Validation of hypothesis statement.
Dependent 
variable

Predictors Unstandardised 
coefficient

(B)

p-value of 
predictor

p-value 
of 

model

R2

Work 
engagement

1. Pay 1.437 0.678 < 0.000 0.491
2. Promotion 0.058 < 0.000
3. Supervision 0.452 0.071
4. Benefits 0.438 < 0.000
5. Contingent rewards -0.790 0.749
6. Operating procedures -0.060 < 0.000
7. Co-workers -0.717 0.803
8. Nature of work -0.052 -0.001
9. Communication 0.595 < 0.000
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managers and employees with other employees can freely 
and without prejudice express themselves may be useful. 

Limitations and recommendations for future 
research
The researcher (RLT) is an employee of the National Treasury 
and colleagues, perhaps not entirely convinced of anonymity, 
may have given slightly more positive responses. This may 
have led to the overestimation of both the constructs measured. 
The research design of the study wherein structured data 
collection instruments were used may have effectively silenced 
other views on the topic, which the researchers may not have 
necessarily conceptualised. This study is also rather employee 
focused and does not take into account the views of the 
Minister and the Director General of the National Treasury 
who collectively own all organisational policies including 
those relating to human resources (Department of National 
Treasury, 2019).

It has been highlighted that job satisfaction and work 
engagement are well researched in the private sector and not 
in the public sector (Inuwa, 2016; Ziapour & Kianipour, 2015). 
Given the absence of market competitiveness, which is 
shown to usually drive a culture of satisfaction, engagement 
and performance from top levels to the very bottom levels 
(Zuñiga-Collazos et al., 2019) research directed thereto is 
important for the public sector. This is also supported by the 
sentiment of Macleod and Clarke (2009) that the work of this 
sector impacts government service delivery. 

Conclusion
This study set out to determine the level of job satisfaction 
and work engagement at the National Treasury, and whether 
the former is a significant predictor of the latter as the first 
step towards supporting the owners of its policies to 
develop  an intervention plan. The poor audit outcomes 
observed for national government suggested that National 
Treasury is  not performing the budget preparation and 
budget implementation monitoring functions adequately. As 
these functions are carried out by employees because 
National Treasury is a service organisation, it is further 
suggested that employee performance may be inadequate. 
Given that job satisfaction and work engagement are amongst 
the more recognised ways to improve employee performance, 
understanding its dynamics may be useful. 

The need for an intervention plan is further supported by 
the fact that there are scores as low as the strongly disagree 
and disagree options, which is 1 and 2 on the Likert scale 
used. These have been observed for job satisfaction (n = 49) 
and work engagement (n = 8). Through social interaction, 
employees can influence each other’s views (Schaufeli & 
Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Thus, swift 
intervention is necessary to limit the possibility of the 
lesser satisfied and engaged employees influencing those 
with more positive views. 
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