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Work engagement and work
alienation are considered as bi-
polar opposites of each other by
many researchers. This paper
examines whether the sets of
items measuring work engage-
ment and work alienation indeed
measure similar experiences.
Confirmatory factor analysis on
269 responses drawn from vari-
ous occupational groups reveals
that it is erroneous to consider
both the constructs as opposite
ends of a single continuum. This
inference is also reinforced by
the pattern of relationship ob-
served between work engage-
ment and work alienation with
their antecedents (i.e. occupa-
tional self efficacy and meaning)
on the one hand and the conse-
guences (job satisfaction and
turnover intention) on the other.
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Introduction

Brought to prominence by the writ-
ings of Marx (1932), research on alien-
ation gradually peaked to establish the
same as a central concept in the social
sciences of the twentieth century, spe-
cifically in the emerging discipline of so-
ciology (Case, 2008). Mann (2001), cit-
ing the Oxford Dictionary, defines alien-
ation as “the state or experience of be-
ing isolated from a group or an activity
to which one should belong or in which
one should be involved”. The definition
summarizes to a large extent the various
perspectives on the construct. Thus
Horowitz (1966) discusses alienation to
be an intense separation first from the
objects of the world, second from the
people and third from the shared under-
standing about the world held by other
people. Similarly Overend (1975) defines
alienation to be a separation of the indi-
vidual from citizen body, from nature,
from production, from other individuals
and ultimately from oneself, thereby
echoing a “disturbance in a relationship”
(Schabracq & Cooper, 2003). The de-
piction of the construct by Fromm (1955)
is also in similar lines. He refers alien-
ation as a state where the individual
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experiences oneself as an alien, i.e. be-
come estranged from the self. It is a dis-
connection or a cognitive state of separa-
tion in relation to some other element in
his or her environment (Kanungo, 1979).

In recent years many researchers
are increasingly considering work en-
gagement! as the hypothetical obverse of
alienation (e.g. Mann, 2001; Case, 2008;
Nair & Vohra, 2010; Bothma & Roodt,
2012). Work engagement has been de-
fined as expressed empowerment per-
taining to a role, which manifests as pas-
sionate task performance and organiza-
tion citizenship behaviors (Pati & Kumar,
2011; Pati, 2012). While passionate task
performance (PTP) refers to investment
of discretionary effort in one’s assigned
task, i.e. investment of extra time,
brainpower and energy (Towers-Perrin,
2003), in not just generating more of the
usual (Macey & Schneider, 2008), but
bringing about something different and
beneficial, organization citizenship behav-
iors (OCB) comprise specific behavior
facets that contribute to enhancement of
organizational effectiveness yet are of-
ten overlooked and inadequately mea-
sured in traditional assessment of job
performance. Anchoring their view on the
premise of many authors opposing the in-
role/extra-role approach of studying
OCB (e.g. Graham, 1991; Vey &
Campbell, 2004), Pati & Kumar (2011)
highlighted the importance of OCB as a
prime medium to bring about an engag-

! Engagement, work engagement, and employee
engagement are synonymous constructs, indicating
the very same experience. The literature is replete
with evidence that suggests interchangeable usage
of the terms (e.g. Schaufeli et al.,2013).

ing culture in the workplace and hence
to be regarded as a necessary role be-
havior as well as a dimension of work
engagement.

However there exists little empirical
evidence to support the assumption of
bipolarity between work alienation and
work engagement. The aim of this study
is to investigate whether the items as-
sessing the hypothesized opposites of
work alienation and work engagement,
are embeddable on a single underlying
bipolar dimension. The current study is
an addition to the extant stream of re-
search centered on unearthing the bipo-
lar opposite of work engagement.

Background Research

In an earlier attempt, Maslach &
Leiter (1997) theorized burnout to be the
negative antithesis of work engagement.
They argued burnout to be interpreted as
loss of engagement with the job, and is
characterized by exhaustion, cynicism, and
inefficacy?. Consequently, the diametrical
opposites of the above constructs, i.e.
energy, involvement and efficacy respec-
tively characterize work engagement.
Further, in line with their argument, they
contended that the reverse of the score
as assessed through the Maslach Burn-
out Inventory — General Survey (MBI-GS)
(Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach & Jackson,
1996), provided an insight into an
individual’s degree of work engagement.

2 MBI-GS contains items that measure professional
efficacy and not inefficacy. The scores thus obtained
are to be reversed and added to the scores of
exhaustion and cynicism if one needs to calculate
the total burnout score.
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The above theory received further
credence with the construction of the
Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OLBI)
(Demerouti & Bakker, 2008), which as-
sesses the two burnout dimensions of
exhaustion and disengagement. However,
unlike MBI-GS, which contains one di-
rectional formulation of items in each
subscale, OLBI includes both positively
and negatively worded items for each
dimension, and hence argued to be psy-
chometrically superior. Thus, positively
worded items had to be reverse- coded
to assess burnout while the same applies
to the negatively worded items if one
wishes to measure work engagement
(Demerouti & Bakker, 2008).

‘ Theoretical opposites need not
necessarily translate to antitheti-
cal treatment of a single measure. \

In contrast, Schaufeli, et al (2002)
refuted the bipolar measurement of work
engagement and burnout, arguing that
theoretical opposites need not necessar-
ily translate to antithetical treatment of a
single measure (i.e. MGI-GS). They con-
tended that since MBI-GS exclusively
comprised unidirectional items, it is, thus,
difficult to infer that a respondent’s re-
jection of a negatively worded item
means her/his acceptance of a positively
worded item. Accordingly they concluded
that burnout and work engagement
should be conceived as two opposite yet
independent concepts, which therefore
needs to be assessed through two inde-
pendent instruments. Their perspective
resulted in the design of the Utrecht
Work Engagement Survey (UWES -9)

(Schaufeli, Bakker & Salanova, 2006),
arguably the most widely used measure
of work engagement in recent times
(Alok, 2013).

However, it was only Gonzalez-
Roma, et al. (2006), who originally at-
tempted to explore empirically the exist-
ence of a bipolar relationship between the
core burnout and engagement dimen-
sions. Accordingly they investigated
whether items reflecting exhaustion
(burnout) and vigor (work engagement)
dimensions are scalable on a single di-
mension labeled as ‘energy’ (as labeled
by Schaufeli et al., 2002). Similarly, they
also investigated whether items corre-
sponding to the dimensions of cynicism
(burnout) and dedication (work engage-
ment) are scalable on a single dimension
labeled as “identification’ (as labeled by
Schaufeli etal. 2002). Employing Mokken
analysis across three distinct samples,
they found adequate evidence to estab-
lish that the core burnout and engage-
ment dimensions could be viewed as in-
verses along two distinct bipolar dimen-
sions of energy and identification.

‘ The core burnout and engagement
dimensions could be viewed as in-
verses along two distinct bipolar

dimensions of energy and identifi-
cation.

Recently Demerouti, Mostert &
Bakker (2010) conducted a more detailed
study towards testing of the bipolar
proposition between the core burnout and
work engagement dimensions. Subject-
ing the items of exhaustion-vigor and
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cynicism-dedication dyads (borrowed
from MBI-GS and UWES respectively)
to confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), as
well as observing their pattern of rela-
tionship shared with other constructs, they
inferred that while cynicism and dedica-
tion could be construed to be opposites
along a single ‘identification’ dimension,
exhaustion and vigor were best repre-
sented as distinct yet highly related di-
mensions, unscalable on a single ‘energy’
dimension.

Hypotheses

With partial negation of the proposi-
tioned bipolar relationship between burn-
out and work engagement, off late re-
searchers across disciplines (e.g. Mann,
2001; Case, 2008; Nair & Vohra, 2010;
Bothma & Roodt, 2012) have indicated
work alienation to be the transpose of
work engagement. Such advocacy should
not be surprising, for both the constructs
arguably share the same conceptual foun-
dation. While work engagement is under-
stood to be an expression of empower-
ment pertaining to a role (Pati & Kumar,
2011), work alienation results from a
sense of powerlessness at work
(Kanungo, 1992). Similarly, while work
engagement results from psychological
enabling of employees that provides op-
portunity for decision making as well as
an avenue to influence the organizational
outcome significantly (Pati & Kumar,
2011), work alienation, in contrast, is an
outcome of management practices that
reinforce an inorganic myopic view of
employees and their contributions thereby
disabling them (Sarros et al., 2002). How-
ever, despite the intuitive appeal of a pos-

sible bipolar relationship between the
constructs, empirical support for the
same is absent. Consequently, we state
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Work engagement
and work alienation are opposite ends
of one dimension.

Moving further, if work engagement
and work alienation are indeed theoreti-
cal transposes, they must exhibit similar
pattern of relationships with relevant psy-
chological constructs. Such similarity in
relationships shall provide decisive proof
of their bipolarity, while differential rela-
tionship shall reflect their distinctiveness.
Therefore in this study we propose to
examine and compare the relationships
of both the constructs with psychologi-
cal meaningfulness, occupational self-
efficacy, turnover intention, and job sat-
isfaction. The above constructs were
selected owing to their rich relevance to
the literature of work engagement.

With reference to his ethnographic
study, Kahn (1990) asserted psychologi-
cal meaningfulness to be a necessary
condition for expression of work engage-
ment. His argument was subsequently
supported empirically, with numerous
studies across contexts consistently re-
porting a significant positive relationship
between the constructs (e.g. May et al.,
2004; Rothmann & Hamukang’andu,
2013; Woods & Sofat, 2013). Similarly
occupational self-efficacy was reported
to relate positively with work engage-
ment (Pati & Kumar, 2010), while turn-
over intention was found to relate nega-
tively with the same (Harter et al. 2002;
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Saks, 2006). Finally work engagement
was also found to relate positively with
job satisfaction (Harter et al., 2002; Saks,
2006).

Consequently work alienation must
share an equivalently strong, yet nega-
tive relationship with the constructs of
psychological meaningfulness, occupa-
tional self-efficacy, and job satisfaction.
Further it must relate equivalently yet
positively with turnover intention. The
above discussion leads to the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Work engagement
and work alienation shall be equally
related to other constructs (psycho-
logical meaningfulness, occupational
self efficacy, turnover intention and
job satisfaction), but in opposite di-
rections.

Sample

A cross sectional survey was
conducted using a convenience sample
of employees belonging to various orga-
nizations across industrial sectors (N =
269). The respondents were participants
in an executive development program at
a premier management institute in India.
After explaining to them the purpose of
this research and assuring them of the
anonymity and confidentiality of their
responses (also communicated through a
note), they were sent a link to an online
survey designed for the study over elec-
tronic mail. The participants were re-
quested to fill up the same. Two email
reminders were also sent to ensure a
sizeable response.

The demographic analysis revealed
that while a little more than 50% of re-
spondents were employed with the In-
formation Technology (IT) industry,
18.2% of them worked in the High Tech-
nology industry. Similarly it was observed
that approximately 7.8% and 7.4% of the
participants were employed with the
Pharmaceutical industry and Banking &
Financial Service (BFS) industry respec-
tively. The remaining respondents be-
longed to Education (7.8%), Real Estate
(4.4.%) and Automobile Manufacturing
(2.6%) industries. The average age of
the sample was calculated to be 34.33
years (S.D. = 5.17), while the average
work experience was determined to be
6.42 years (S.D. = 4.78). Educationally,
7 respondents possessed a Doctoral de-
gree, while approximately 62% possessed
an Undergraduate degree. The rest of the
respondents possessed a Master’s de-
gree. Females consisted of only 10.5%
of the respondents.

Instruments

Work engagement: Work engage-
ment (WE) was measured with the 7-item
Employee Engagement Instrument (EEI-
7) developed by Pati (2012). It is a self-
report scale and is anchored on the theo-
retical insights of Pati & Kumar (2011),
who defined engagement to be expressed
empowerment pertaining to a role. It en-
cases two subscales, designed to tap into
each of the sub-dimensions of the engage-
ment construct, i.e. passionate task per-
formance (PTP, 3 items) and organization
citizenship behavior (OCB, 4 items). All
items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 -strongly disagree, 5—strongly agree).
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A representative item for PTP is “I give
my all to my job”, while for OCB is “I
frequently suggest coworkers on how the
group can improve”.

Work alienation: Work alienation
(WA) was measured with the 8-item self-
report instrument designed by Nair &
Vohra (2010). All the items are to be re-
sponded on a 5-point Likert continuum
(1 - strongly disagree, 5 — strongly
agree), and load on a single factor. A
sample item is “Work to me is more like
a chore, a burden”.

Job satisfaction: Job satisfaction (JS)
was assessed with 3 items from the Michi-
gan Organizational Assessment Question-
naire (Cammann et al., 1979). Response
choices for the items range on a 5-point
scale (1 —strongly disagree, 5 — strongly
agree). An example of one such item is :
“Allin all, I am satisfied with my job”.

Turnover intention: Turnover inten-
tion (TOI) was measured using the 3-item
self-reported turnover intention scale
from the Michigan Organization Assess-
ment Questionnaire (Cammann et al.,
1979), scored on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 - strongly disagree, 5 — strongly
agree). A representative item is: “I am
seriously thinking of quitting my job”.

Occupational self-efficacy: Occupa-
tional self-efficacy (OSE) was measured
with the self-report instrument developed
by Rigotti et al. (2008) containing 6 — items.
Responses are captured on a 5-point scale
(1 -strongly disagree, 5 — strongly agree).
A sample item is: “I meet the goals that |
have set for myself in my job”.

Meaning: Meaning was assessed
with items borrowed from the empower-
ment scale designed by Spreitzer (1995).
It is a 3-item self-report that solicits re-
sponses from participants on a 5-point
Likert continuum (1 — strongly disagree,
5 — strongly agree). An example of an
item is: “The work | do is meaningful to

me”.
Procedure

To test the existence of the hypoth-
esized bipolarity between work engage-
ment and work alienation, we defined five
competing models (fig. 1). In these mod-
els, we inputted the scores captured
through the work alienation instrument to
investigate its convergence with the
scores of EEI-7. Model 1 explains the
responses to the items in terms of three
first-order factors [i.e. PTP, OCB and
WA]2. In Model 2 and Model 3, we pro-
pose to investigate the existence of pos-
sible bipolarity between the subscales of
work engagement with that of work alien-
ation. Thus, in Model 2 we constrained
the correlation coefficient between PTP
and WA to -1 (thereby implying bipolar
constructs), while in Model 3 we con-
strained the correlation coefficient be-
tween OCB and WA to -1. Models 4(a),
4(b) and 5 are higher order models,
whose aim is to describe correlations
among various factors in terms of higher
order factors. Thus, in Model 4 (a) we
constrained the correlation coefficient

8 Marsh, Antill & Cunningham (1989) lionize the
importance of the first order model. They state
that the goodness of fit of the first order model
establishes an upper limit for higher order models
on the same data.
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between second order factors WE and
WA to -1, while in Model 4 (b) we re-
laxed the same to -0.74. Finally in Model

Fig. 1 Model 1

S
&—
0—1—»
E&—
G >

5, WA and WE were allowed to corre-
late with each other without any con-
straints.

Hibbhod

Note:_In the figure PTP: Passionate Task Performance; OCB: Organization Citizenship Behavior;

WA: Work Alienation

Data Screening

The means, standard deviations, in-
ternal consistency reliability estimates
(through Cronbach Alpha) and the first
order correlation coefficients among the
study variables are presented in Table 1.
Their z values for skewness (ranges from
-0.419 to -1.499) and kurtosis (ranges
from 0.026 to 1.803) were found to be
within acceptable limits®. Thus there
were no serious departures from normal-
ity. Further all the variables reported

4 Mathiowetz (2003) reports that if correlation
coefficient between two assessments ranges
between r = 0.70 and 1, then the two assessments
most likely are measuring the same construct.
Therefore in this research we propose to examine
the model fit while constraining the correlation
coefficients between WA and WE at both ends of
the above limit, i.e. r =-0.70 (Model 4b) and r = -
1 (Model 4a).

° Cramer (1997) asserts that a z value within +2 and
-2 for both skewness and kurtosis indicates that
the data is normally distributed.

were found to have an acceptable
Cronbach Alpha®.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

AMOS 6.0 software was employed
to calculate the fit indices for the pro-
posed models (Model 1 — 5). Maximum
Likelihood (ML) estimation was used to
estimate the parameters’.

Table 2 presents the findings of over-
all model fit for Models 1-5. The fit indi-

¢ Nunally (1978) restricts the minimum acceptable
Cronbach Alpha for a factor to 0.7

" There is no single fit criterion in CFA. Instead,
several indices exist that measure the fit of the model
from varied perspectives. Therefore several authors
(e.g. Hoe, 2008) recommend the use of multiple
indices to infer about the global fit of a proposed
model. The most popular of these fit indices are
the CMIN/df, CFI, TLI, and RMSEA (Hoe, 2008),
whose scores are provided in this research.
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ces of Model 1 were within the recommended
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Table 2 Comparison of Fit Indices of Competing Models Post CFA

Model 3 Model 4(a) Model 4(b) Model 5

Model 2

Model 1

Acceptable values

Model fit indices
CMIN/df

TLI

2.627
0.909
0.886
0.899
0.926
0.078

3.223
0.876
0.859
0.889
0.897

3.691
0.850
0.838
0.873
0.875
0.100

4.485
0.805
0.803
0.857
0.839

3.691
0.850
0.838
0.873
0.875

2.627
0.909
0.886
0.899
0.926

<3
0.9-1
0.9-1
0.9-1
0.9-1
< 0.08

NFI
GFlI
CFl

0.091

0.100 0.114

0.078
Note: The guidelines for “Acceptable values” were borrowed from Hoe (2008); CMIN/df: Ratio of chi-square statistic to the degrees of free-

dom; TLI: Tucker-Lewis Index; NFI: Normed Fit Index; GFI: Goodness of Fit Index; CFl: Confirmatory Fit Index; RMSEA: Root Mean

Square Error of Approximation

RMSEA

ship with the constructs of occupational self-effi-
cacy, meaning, turnover intention, and job satis-
faction. Table 1 displays the calculated correla-
tion coefficients.

We utilized Guildford’s (1973) rule to interpret
the strength of the relationships which suggests that
correlation coefficients less than 0.20 may be la-
beled as “negligible”, between 0.20 and 0.40 may
be labeled as “low”, between 0.41 and 0.70 may be
termed as “moderate”, between 0.70 and 0.90 may
be marked as “high” and more than 0.90 may be
considered as “very high”. Accordingly, while the
relationship between work engagement and job sat-
isfaction (r = 0.344. p < 0.01) was found to be low,
work alienation moderately correlated with job sat-
isfaction (r =-0.673, p < 0.01). Similarly, work en-
gagement recorded a moderate correlation with
occupational self - efficacy (r = 0.540, p < 0.01)
while work alienation revealed a low correlation with
it (r=-0.392, p<0.01). However meaning moder-
ately correlated with both work alienation (r = -
.0500, p < 0.01) and work engagement (r = 0.441, p
< 0.01). Finally we found that only work alienation
registered a significant relationship with turnover
intention (r = 0.499, p < 0.01) while the relationship
with work engagement was non-significant.

‘ Thus work engagement and work alienation
are related constructs, indicating contrast-
ing experiences, and are not bipolar oppo-
sites of each other.

Hence, based on the evidence from this study,
we can state that hypothesis 2 (H2) was partially
supported, for while work alienation and work en-
gagement correlated with other constructs in oppo-
site directions, however the effect size was not
equal. Thus work engagement and work alienation
are related constructs, indicating contrasting expe-
riences, and are not bipolar opposites of each other.
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Common Method Variance

Since various self-report inventories
formed the source of data for this re-
search, there is a possibility of data con-
tamination due to common method vari-
ance. Although various initiatives like
anonymity of respondents and counter-
balancing item orders (Podsakoff et al.
2003) were consciously incorporated
during research design to limit the effect
of common method variance, yet a sta-
tistical proof shall increase the confidence
on the findings. Thereby we conducted
the Harman’s single factor test, which is
popular among researchers to address
this issue (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Ac-
cordingly, we conducted an exploratory
factor analysis of all the items. Six dis-
tinct factors were identified explaining
66.16% of the variance thereby remov-
ing any apprehension that common
method variance was a likely contami-
nant of the study findings®.

Discussion & Limitations

The aim of the study was to ascer-
tain whether the dimensions of work
alienation and work engagement were
indeed opposites as postulated. Our find-

° The items of job satisfaction and turnover intention
loaded on a single factor. Such a result was
surprising yet was not alarming in this study for
they were not the primary variables of interest.
On closer examination of the items of both the
constructs, we found them to represent opposite
experiences that probably could have influenced
such aresult, e.g. the item “In general | like working
at my job”, belonging to the construct of job
satisfaction appears to be an exact opposite of “I
am seriously thinking of quitting my job”, that
measures turnover intention.

‘ The items of work engagement
and work alienation were not scal-
able on a single bipolar dimension. \
ings revealed that the items of work en-
gagement and work alienation were not
scalable on a single bipolar dimension.
Thus, it could safely be concluded that
the constructs were explaining distinct
experiences. Based on the available evi-
dence, they could at best be indicated as
bivariates but not bipolar.

Our study makes a significant con-
tribution towards the conceptual devel-
opment of the work engagement con-
struct, the literature on which is still na-
scent (Pati & Kumar, 2011), and the le-
gitimacy of which is still questioned
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010). It may be
reiterated that many researchers argue
work engagement and work alienation
to be opposites (e.g. Mann, 2001; Case,
2008; Nair & Vohra, 2010; Bothma &
Roodt, 2012). To the best of our knowl-
edge, no empirical study had verified the
claim. Our study provides empirical
proof towards rejection of this proposi-
tion.

In practice, the importance of uncov-
ering whether work alienation and work
engagement are each other’s opposites
relates mainly to psychometric concerns
within organizational studies. Organiza-
tions need short and valid instruments to
evaluate the work attitudes and behav-
iors of their employees (Demerouti,
Mostert & Bakker, 2010). Viewed from
this light, the current study cautions or-
ganizations towards interpreting the re-
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verse of their employees’” work alienation
scores as their extent of work engage-
ment (or vice versa). Further, the find-
ings also indicate that both the constructs
may have separate antecedents.

However, our study is not without its
limitations. The most important limitation
is that our inference is anchored on a
single measure of work engagement (by
Pati, 2012). There are four additional
conceptualizations of engagement and
associated measures available in litera-
ture (i.e. May et al., 2001; Schaufeli et
al., 2002; Saks, 2006; Rich, Lepine &
Crawford, 2010). Future research should
explore the validity of our findings in re-
lation to the above. Such investigations
shall help enhance the generalizability of
our findings and contribute significantly
to theory and practice.

Another possible drawback of our
study is the use of English language in
communicating the survey instruments.
Since English is not the native language
of Indians, there is a possibility that par-
ticipants had misunderstood and misin-
terpreted the items while responding. Our
apprehension draws support from Alok
(2013) who, upon subjecting the items of
Utrecht Work Engagement Survey
(UWES - 9) in India, reported a single
factor, which was in contrast to the origi-
nal three-factor model that UWES-9 was
supposed to comprise and assess. Such
an anomaly may result due to limited
knowledge of English language.

Finally, although the sample of par-
ticipants represented a diverse number
of jobs across sectors, yet it was not rep-
resentative of full range of possible oc-

cupations. Moreover, males dominated
the sample. Future studies might focus
on testing the possible invariance of our
study findings through representative
samples drawn across age groups, oc-
cupational groups, gender and cultures.
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