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Increasing employee engagement is a critical issue for a firm’s human resource
management, and thus, for firm performance. Given the importance of the topic,
existing research has found several determinants of employee engagement.
However, there are few insights on the engagement of expatriates residing in a
developing market such as an Asia market. In this study, we identify workplace
relationships (i.e., relationship with co-workers, supervisor, and organization) are
the key determinants of employee engagement based on our literature review.
Using survey responses from 318 employees working in service companies in
Hong Kong, we empirically confirm that the three relationship variables positively
affect employee engagement. Furthermore, we divide the sample into domestic
workers and expatriates, and examine whether the effect is stronger for
expatriates by doing sub-sample tests. We find that those social workplace
relationships are more effective in increasing engagement of expatriates than that
of domestic workers. With the findings, we provide important and interesting
implications to researchers and business practitioners especially taking in charge
of human resource management.
Keywords: employee engagement, expatriates, workplace relationships, subordinates,
supervisor, human resource management, multinational companies

Understanding the attitudinal and behavioral difference between domestic and
expatriate employees is important given the increasing the number of expatriates in
a firm’s workforce. Especially, multinational companies (MNCs) from Western
countries have increased the number of workers expatriated to Asia countries, which
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emphasizes the importance of understanding behaviors and psychological traits for
the “Asia” expatriates. For example, over 301,000 expatriates reside in Hong Kong
in 2013, which is equivalent to a 4.6% increase from the number in 2009 (Hong
Kong Census and Statistics Department 2013) 2 ; the number of expatriates is
expected to grow by 7% by 2017 (Centre for Future Studies as cited in Pacific Prime
Hong Kong 2015). This increase of workers expatriated to Asia calls for research
that understands how domestic workers and expatriates in Asia are different in
different human resource (HR) management issues.
In this paper, we contribute to the research by examining whether the effects of the
three dimensions of workforce relationships (i.e., relationship with co-workers,
supervisors, and organization) on employee engagement are stronger in the group of
expatriates compared to domestic workers, with a sample of employees for 14
service companies (especially, 14 5-start hotels) in Hong Kong.
Understanding the determinants of employee engagement is an area of interest but
a black box among business practitioners. In particular, engaging employees in their
job or role is critical for the success of a service firm since service product is
inseparable, perishable, and variable. That is, the quality of a service product is
highly dependent on the level of engagement of service providers. If service
providers are not engaged in their roles or not motivated, consumers will be
dissatisfied, which may result in negative word-of-mouth (e.g., Kotler and Keller
2015). On the other hand, existing studies argue that engaged employees are likely
to deliver quality performance in terms of increased productivity, decreased
physically absence, and low turnover rate (Czarnowsky 2008; Fleming and Asplund
2007; Ketter 2008), and these factors will contribute to the success and
unreproducible competitiveness of a service firm. A recent empirical study tells us
that companies with highly engaged employees achieved 26% increase in revenue
per employee and 10% drop in turnover (Dessler 2015). With a sample of 65 firms
across industries, Macey et al. (2009) found that the top 25% firms in the engagement
index had higher return on assets (ROA) and proﬁtability and more than double the
shareholder value than the bottom 25% firms.
Despite the importance of employees being engaged, recent statistics show that a
large portion of lower-level employees are disengaged. For example, a report from
Gallup in 2015 showed that when middle- or upper-level employees (i.e., employees
with supervisory role) are not counted, the percentage of disengagement would be

2 We accessed to https://www.censtatd.gov.hk/home/ at June 15, 2017 to get the statistics.
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around 50%3. This finding tells us that many subordinate workers in a firm, who are
likely to contact and serve consumers, are actually disengaged. Thus, identifying and
analyzing determinants of employee engagement has been an important research
area in human resource management.
Based on our extensive literature review, we find that workplace relationships are
the key determinant which was shown to significantly increase employee
engagement (e.g., Anitha 2014). Specifically, support from the same-level workers
(i.e., co-worker support), support from the upper-level workers (i.e., supervisory
support), and engaging culture embedded in the firm (i.e., organizational support)
were identified as the key drivers of employee engagement (Kahn 1990; Kahn 2010;
Bakker and Demerouti 2007). Thus, we build on those research articles, and consider
the three constructs on workplace relationships (i.e., co-worker, supervisory, and
organizational support) as the determinants of employee engagement, and test the
effects of the three constructs on the engagement of domestic and foreign workers
(i.e., expatriates) in 14 5-start hotel firms operating in Hong Kong. We first
replicated the previous models, and checked the effects of the three constructs on
engagement for all the employees hold with our sample. We found the consistent
results, which mean that each of workplace relationships variables significantly and
positively impacts employee engagement. We then examined whether those effects
are stronger or weaker for expatriates by using a sub-sample test, and found that the
three relationship variables are more effective for expatriates vs. domestic employees.
With the findings, we contribute to the literature and provide several interesting and
important implications to business practitioners especially for MNCs that expatriate
their employees to Asian markets.
In the next section, we provide our brief review of the relevant literature and
identify the research gap. Based on the literature review, we develop the hypotheses.
We then explain the data and the methods we used to test the proposed hypotheses,
and report the results. We conclude by discussing implications and further studies.

3 We accessed a Gallup webpage - http://www.gallup.com/poll/188144/employee-engagementstagnant-2015.aspx at June 15, 2017 to get the statistics.
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Relevant Literature and Hypothesis Development
Employee Engagement
Employee engagement is a ‘human resource management’ concept developed by
occupational psychology to achieve optimal employee functioning and discover and
promote the factors that enable employees and organization to thrive. Kahn (1990)
first defined employee engagement as “the harnessing of an employee’s full self in
terms of physical, cognitive, and emotional energies to work role performances.”
This concept considered an “inclusive view” of an employee’s “preferred self” in
task behaviors that encourage bonding with work and colleagues, personal presence
(physical, cognitive, emotional), and active performance (e.g., active feedback
seeking, taking charge, redefinition of work, etc.). This concept could also be
explained as a “state-like phenomenon in which people adjust their selves-in-role in
response to the ebbs and flows of daily work” (Kahn 1990, p.700). These definitions
inferred that employee engagement is a self-converted behavior with an
“individual’s sense of purpose and focused energy” (Macey et al. 2009, p.7); such a
behavior exhibits personal initiatives, adaptability, efforts, and persistence toward
organizational goals; simultaneously, this behavior is a phenomenal concept,
wherein engagement could be transmitted to others in the workplace by an individual
or a group of employees or be influenced or nurtured by the working environment.
Employee engagement is later refined as “a measurable degree of an employee's
positive or negative emotional attachment to their job, colleagues and organization
which profoundly influences their willingness to learn and perform at work” (Scarlett
Surveys as cited in Fitz-enz [2010]); this definition indicated that employee
engagement is measurable and influential in different scopes of workplaces, with an
impactful reach to co-workers and even organizational performance.
Dimensions of Employee Engagement
Multi-level engagement with hierarchical constructs was developed based on
Kahn’s (1990) three psychological conditions, namely, psychological
meaningfulness, psychological safety, and psychological availability. This concept
was also based on the prevention of four distractions that affect psychological
availability, namely, depletion of physical energy, depletion of emotional energy,
insecurity, and outside lives. May, Gilson, and Harter (2004) later operationalized
and developed Kahn's proposed psychological states to assess self-expression as
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physically, cognitively, and emotionally engaged in one's work role. This concept
was further ranked using the definition of Shuck and Wollard (2010, p.104) as “[…]
the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral energy an employee directs toward positive
organizational outcomes.” Thus, three facets of engagement were illustrated: 1)
cognitive engagement, 2) emotional engagement, and 3) behavioral engagement.
These facets of engagement were both highly correlated to each other, but distinct
from each other in terms of observable behaviors and illustrative attachment
(Czarnowsky 2008; Kahn 1990; Macey and Schneider 2008; Rich et al. 2010; Saks
2006).
Cognitive engagement was a fundamental block in the three-level engagement
model. Based on Kahn’s (1990) early conceptualization of the construct, cognitive
engagement was derived from an employee’s appraisal of whether his or her work is
meaningful and safe (physically, emotionally, and psychologically) and whether
they have adequate resources (tangible and intangible) to complete their work. This
standpoint suggests that engagement is delicate phenomenon; engagement is both
challenging to develop and difficult to sustain (Kahn 2010) because it is mostly built
on the interpretation of an employee toward his or her work environment.
Emotional engagement revolved on the emotional bond of oneself feelings toward
his or her place of work. This concept also represents one’s willingness to involve
personal resources, such as pride, belief, and knowledge, in the workplace. An
employee’s emotional bond with his or her organization is an important determinant
of commitment and loyalty (Rhoades, Eisenberger, and Armeli 2001); both concepts
were outcomes of employee engagement in an affection level (Czarnowsky 2008).
Employees who affectively engaged with their organization were perceived as
“having a sense of belonging and identification that increases . . . involvement in the
organization’s activities” (Rhoades et al., 2001, p. 825). Studies have shown that
affectively engaged employees are highly productive, less physically absent, and less
likely to leave (Czarnowsky 2008; Fleming and Asplund 2007; Ketter 2008; Mathieu
and Zajac 1990; Meyer and Allen 1997; Wagner and Harter 2006).
As the ultimate realization of employee engagement, behavioral engagement could
be understood from the increased levels of discretionary effort (Macey and Schneider
2008). Behavioral engagement was often perceived as a variable positively
associated with performance and effort (Lloyd 2008). Discretionary effort is a
multidimensional variable, which consists of an employee’s willingness to go
perform minimal job responsibilities (Lloyd 2008). An employee’s willingness to
engage in discretionary effort indicated an intention to act that result in behavior
(Lloyd 2008) and is indicative of an employee’s behavioral engagement level.
Employee efforts in work behavior were linked to increased productivity and profit,
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both of which were considered dependent variables of a highly engaged workforce.
As a consequence of discretionary effort, engaged employees were perceived to be
less likely to turnover with projected high productivity (Lloyd 2008; Maslach et al.
2001; Shuck, Reio, and Rocco,2011).
Determinants of Employee Engagement
A highly engaged employee is a product of the collective efforts of one’s own
passion grounded in a favorable and motivating working environment (Ericson
2008). The essence of collective efforts as determinants in the realization of
individual and phenomenal engagement distinguishes the concept of employee
engagement from other very similar terms, such as job satisfaction and job
commitment.
Literature empirically found the following determinants of employee engagement:
1) culture; 2) continuous reinforcement of people-focused policies; 3)
communication between management team and employees; 4) recognition program;
and 5) alignment of human resource practices and vision of employee engagement
(Kumar and Pansari 2015). Previously discussed determinants tend to focus on
organizational policy. However, an employee’s passion in the workplace is
developed by social factors, such as a nurturing environment and a sense of
community (Boverie and Kroth 2001). Workplace relationships should positively
influence engagement (Anitha 2014). Thus, in this study, we replicate the previous
research and check the results on the relationship between workplace relationships
and employee engagement are consistent with our sample from 14 5-star hotels
operating in Hong Kong:
Replication 1 (R1): Co-worker support has a positive influence on employee engagement.
Replication 2 (R2): Supervisory support has a positive influence on employee engagement.
Replication 3 (R3): Organizational support has a positive influence on employee engagement.
Differential Effects of Workplace Relationships on Engagement:
Expatriates vs. Domestic Employees
Expatriates illustrate a different psychological state from domestic employees
because of the stress incurred from foreign environment they are not used to.
Expatriates could benefit from the merits of working in non-hometown destinations,
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such as accumulating international business experience, skill acquisition, and long‐
term career advancement (Black et al. 1992); however, several expatriation problems
were continuously reported. In addition to often‐cited family and social tensions
associated with expatriate assignments (Black et al. 1992; Shaffer et al. 1999), the
career implications of international assignments were often frustrating. Lack of
respect for acquired skills, loss of status, and reverse culture shock upon return were
noted as recurring problems for expatriates in many companies (Daily et al. 2000;
Caligiuri and Lazarova 2001; Stahl et al. 2002). In light of the positive and negative
aspects associated with international relocations, individuals must confront a high
degree of uncertainty when they were offered a foreign assignment. This sense of
insecurity may affect the psychological state of expatriates in a negative manner and
may eventually affect their engagement status and even result in disengagement.
Expatriate studies aid in providing a baseline for understanding the different nature
of jobs and responsibilities assigned to expatriates. Past research claimed that
expatriates were not likely to be engaged because of short adaption time, cultural
difference, and weak social linkage with the local society (Bonache 2005). In general,
employees on international assignments may be subject to a higher level of stress
than that of domestic employees. Instances of work overload was considerably high
(Black 1988). Moreover, expatriates tend to have greater job overload, greater
external pressure, and greater pressure from the visibility of their jobs than domestic
employees. Moreover, the functions of expatriates were not always completely
specified. Thus, they are more likely to experience a high degree of uncertainty and
role ambiguity than domestic employees. Also, these circumstances have been
proven to affect job satisfaction negatively (Naumann 1992; Bedeian and Armenakis
1981; Lyons 1971). In summary, expatriates are more likely to be stressed than local
employees because they were likely to be placed in superior position to exercise their
boarder insights on operation with higher expectation from management in terms of
their contribution.
The literature on expatriate assignments did not sufficiently examine expatriates in
the aspects of employee engagement. Instead, the literature has focused on the
aspects of international positions that are unique to expatriate experiences (usually
non-work variables). A recent study conducted by Bonache (2005) attempted to
examine the job satisfaction of expatriates, repatriates, and domestic employees.
This study focused on the linkage between job characteristics and job satisfaction in
the context of a Spanish company. The sample population of his study was a group
of expatriates, repatriates, and domestic employees, who have no international
exposure. But the study did not discuss expatriate engagement.
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This gap in the literature and growing number of expatriates in Asia, especially in
Hong Kong (our sample country), motivated this study to understand the difference
of employee engagement between domestic employees and expatriates in the context
of Hong Kong. Furthermore, previous ‘local vs. expatriate’ studies were merely
focused on aviation companies, and mainly examined freedom of speech and civil
discourse (Vora 2012). Only a few studies were conducted on service industries
involving both domestic workers and expatriates. Given the limited research and
proven significant returns from increasing engaged employees, affective
determinants, which are referred to as workplace relationships, should be examined
to facilitate the development of expatriate engagement with the organization,
especially when relocation without family movement was involved. The absence of
social connections from family may enhance expatriates’ reliance on workplace
relationships. Thus, based on the literature, we argue that workplace relationships,
which are specified as support from co-workers, supervisors, and organization,
would be more effective in engaging expatriates than domestic employees:
Hypothesis 1 (H1): The positive influence of co-worker support on engagement
is higher for expatriates than for domestic employees.
Hypothesis 2 (H2): The positive influence of supervisory support on engagement
is higher for expatriates than for domestic employees.
Hypothesis 3 (H3): The positive influence of organizational support on
engagement is higher for expatriates than for domestic employees.

Methods
Questionnaire Development
A self-administrated questionnaire was developed and used to collect data of
workplace relationships of service employees and their engagement level. The
questionnaire consists of five sections. Each of the first three sections includes
questions asking the extent to which the respondent’s social relationship with his/her
co-workers (i.e., co-worker support), with his/her supervisor (i.e., supervisory
support), and organizational engaging culture (i.e., organizational support). The
questionnaire items were adopted from the literature (Anitha 2014) and Gallup Q12
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Employee Engagement Survey. The forth section included questions for measuring
employee engagement level, and the last section asked respondents to provide their
demographic information.
Since our sample was obtained from employees at 14 5-star hotels in Hong Kong,
the questionnaire was reviewed by some experts in hospitality management to assess
face validity, and the clarity of the questionnaire. As employees of 5-star hotels in
Hong Kong include a significant number of Chinese whose English proficiency
might be limited, the questionnaire firstly designed in English was translated to both
traditional and simplified Chinese. The Chinese questionnaires were then sent to
randomly-selected Chinese hotel employees for review and amended according to
their comments and suggestions.
Sample and Analysis
A convenient sampling of full-time employees from five-star hotels located in Hong
Kong was used to collect data. A total of 342 questionnaires were distributed by HR
managers of the hotels and 317(from 14 five-star hotels) were completed and
received, resulting in response rate being 92.7 percent. Table 1 summarizes
demographic information of sample.
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TABLE 1
Demographic Information of the Sample
Frequency

Percentage

Gender
Female
Male

186
130

58.90%
41.10%

Age
18-24-year-old
25-34-year-old
35-44-year-old
45-54-year-old
55-64-year-old

132
144
28
11
1

41.80%
45.60%
8.90%
3.50%
0.30%

Education Level
< Secondary
Secondary school
Diploma
Bachelor's degree
Master's degree

0
11
79
200
26

0.00%
3.50%
25.00%
63.30%
8.20%

Length of employment
< 1year
1-3
4-6
7-9
9-12

71
166
72
7
0

22.50%
52.50%
22.80%
2.20%
0.00%

Current position
Coordinator
Supervisor
Manager
Director

175
75
38
28

55.40%
23.70%
12.00%
8.90%

Domestic workers
Expatriates

264
52

83.50%
16.50%

To test the replications (R1-R3) and the proposed hypotheses (H1-H3), exploratory
factor analyses (EFA) were conducted and factor scores were collected. Then,
regression analyses were conducted using the factor scores.
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Empirical Results
Table 2 shows the results of EFA and reliability of each factor. Items for each
variable were loaded in a single factor with satisfactory cronbach’s α, which ensures
unidimensionality and reliability of measurement items of each variable.
TABLE 2
Exploratory Factor Analysis
Co-worker
support

I feel supported by my colleague(s).

0.960

I work more effectively with the
assistance from colleagues.

0.960

Supervisory
support

My supervisor(s) actively express
his/her care to me.

0.920

My supervisor(s) are willing to teach
and coach me to perform better at
work.

0.858

I received sufficient support from
supervisors.

0.852

I feel engaged by my supervisor(s).

0.811

Organizational
support

The training I received are useful to
prepare myself for advanced position.

0.889

I received sufficient organizational
support.

0.866

I am satisfied with current reward
and recognition program.

0.839

The training I received are meaningful
to me.

0.822

I am immersed in company culture.

0.777

Reliability (Cronbach's α)

0.913

0.882

0.892

To do the replications (R1-R3) (i.e., testing the relationships between social support
in workplace (i.e., co-worker, supervisory, and organizational support) and
employee engagement), regression analyses using the factors scores from EFA were
conducted. The results are shown in Table 3
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TABLE 3
Effects of Different Social Supports in Workplace on Employee Engagement
Variables

Unstandardized
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients

t

(Constant)

0.000

-

0.000

Co-worker support

0.143

0.143

4.421***

Supervisory support

0.743

0.743

16.756***

Organizational
support

0.093

0.093

2.487**

R2 = 0.897

F = 905.6 ***

Note: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.

All the three aspects of social support in workplace were found to have positive
effects on employee engagement (b=0.143, p<0.01 for co-worker support; b=0.743,
p<0.01 for supervisory support; b=0.093, p<0.05 for organizational support), which
supports R1, R2, and R3. When looking at the standardized betas, it was found that
supervisory support had the greatest influence on employee engagement.
To test the differential effects of employment nature (i.e., domestic employees vs.
expatriates), we divided the sample into two groups based on whether an employee
is an expatriate or not. We then did sub-sample tests and estimated two regression
analyses separately with the two sub-samples (i.e., domestic employee group and
expatriate group).
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TABLE 4
Differential Effects of Different Social Supports in Workplace on Employee Engagement:
Domestic Workers vs. Expatriates
Domestic workers
Unstandardized
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients

(Constant)

0.000

-

Co-worker
support

0.143

Supervisory
support
Organizatio
nal support

Variables

Expatriates
Unstandardized
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients

t

0.000

0.003

-

0.054

0.143

4.421***

0.125

0.148

1.820*

0.743

0.743

16.756***

0.434

0.440

3.914***

0.093

0.093

2.487**

0.390

0.401

3.595***

R2 = 0.897

t

F = 905.6 ***

R2 = 0.877

F = 114.2 ***

Note: *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.10.

As shown in Table 4, co-worker and supervisory support had significantly positive
effects on engagement of domestic employees (b=0.137, p<0.01; b=0.779, p<0.01
respectively). For expatriates, on the other hand, supervisory and organizational
support significantly positively influenced engagement (b=0.434, p<0.01; b=0.390,
p<0.01 respectively), while co-worker support only had a marginally significant
influence (0.125, p<0.10). The results showed that there is a significant difference
between domestic employees and expatriates in the effects of social support in
workplace on engagement, which supports hypothesis H1, H2, and H3.

Discussions
The results from this study, which tells that social supports from various levels in
workplace being important factors influencing employee engagement, and those
effects are stronger for expatriates, delineate several important and interesting
implications to researchers and business practitioners especially in MNCs’ HR
division.
First, this research contributes to the literature on employee engagement and
expatriate management by identifying what social supports are more or less
important to engage expatriates and domestic workers in their roles. Although
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several previous papers have studied different determinants of employee
engagement, only few studies examined how social relationships among coworkers/supervisors/organization are associated with employee engagement. Our
study is the first, which gives some insights on how those relationships are related to
employee engagement in an emerging Asian market context.
Second, using the data from the service industry, we confirmed that different social
supports in workplace significantly enhance engagement of employees.
Organizational systematic supports through incentives and rewards is important to
increase the employee engagement. However, our results suggest that informal social
supports from co-workers and supervisors (at least in-service industries in Asia) are
also important for enhancing employee engagement. In particular, it is interesting
that supervisory support was found to be the most important to increase engagement
of service employees. The result suggests that managers in supervisory role in a
service industry in Asia need better communicate with and support their subordinates.
Third, when looking at the determinants of engagement for domestic employees
and expatriates separately, co-worker and supervisory supports were particularly
important for domestic employees, while supervisory and organizational supports
were much more important for engaging expatriates. The results tell us that it is
important for MNCs to build an engaging culture especially to increase engagement
from expatriates in Asia.
Finally, with our findings, we re-emphasize the importance of understanding the
difference between expatriates and domestic employees, especially in terms of how
to engage expatriates in their roles. Expatriates and domestic employees have
different motivational and psychological status. Expatriates come to foreign
workplace looking mainly for skill acquisition and more importantly long-term
career advancement (Black et al., 1992), which requires systematic support from the
firm such as training and promotion opportunities. In addition, studies report that
expatriates often feel that career implications of international assignments are not
satisfactory due to a lack of respect for acquired skills, loss of status, and reverse
culture shock on return (Daily et al. 2000; Caligiuri and Lazarova 2001; Stahl et al.
2002). The uncertainly and insecurity associated international relocations may
require more social support from higher levels in workplace such as supervisors and
organization rather than co-workers, for a better outcome from expatriating. Our
research empirically shows the importance of this requirement. In that perspective,
this research also contributes to the literature on expatriates from MNCs.
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Limitations and Further Studies
Although our findings are novel and interesting, there are some limitations which
future research may address. First, we examined the determinants of employee
engagement using the sample of employees in a service industry in Hong Kong. As
mentioned, employee engagement is more critical in a service industry like
hospitality industry due to the characteristics of service products. However,
determinants of employee engagement may be different in other industries such as
manufacturing industries. Compared to the operation from a service industry,
operation in manufacturing companies are more standardized, so that monetary
incentives or promotions may be more critical for the expatriates working in
manufacturing MNCs. It would be important that future research addresses this
question.
Finally, cross-country comparison of the effect would be interesting. We tested the
hypotheses using the sample from employees working in an Asia emerging market.
The effect might be variant if the same tests are conducted with the sample from
developed western market. Furthermore, future research may explain the ‘effect’
differences across countries and markets using cultural distance in different
dimensions (Hofstede 2001).
(Received June 15, 2017; Revised June 22, 2017; Accepted June 23, 2017)
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