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Orientation: There is a lack of South African research relating to the provision of intrinsic
rewards to retail employees.
Research purpose: The purpose of this research was to determine whether there is a
relationship between intrinsic rewards and work engagement in the South African retail
industry. Furthermore, it sought to validate an instrument to measure intrinsic rewards
within the South African context.
Motivation for the study: There is currently a paucity of research exploring intrinsic rewards,
specifically their importance for work engagement. Furthermore, there is a lack of instruments
validated in South Africa that can be used to measure intrinsic rewards.
Research approach, design and method: This quantitative study was conducted using a
cross-sectional design and non-probability sampling of 181 employees from a South African
retail organisation. The questionnaire included a demographic section, the Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale and the Work Engagement Profile.
Main findings: Statistically significant, positive relationships were found between all
subscales of the two instruments. There were significant differences in the means for intrinsic
rewards and work engagement for gender and age. Notably, the exploratory factor analysis
for both instruments did not support the factor structure indicated in the literature.
Practical/managerial implications: South African retail organisations should create work
environments that provide intrinsic rewards as part of their reward package, to encourage
work engagement.
Contribution/value-add: These findings add to the current body of literature regarding
intrinsic rewards and work engagement and provide insight into variables that promote work
engagement within the South African retail context.

Introduction
Traditionally, organisations have used money, benefits and other extrinsic rewards to attract,
retain, motivate and engage employees, believing that properly administered extrinsic rewards
systems were the panacea for all employee issues (Allen & Helms, 2001). Extrinsic rewards are
typically financial in nature and are external to the work itself, including any tangible reward
provided to employees (Thomas, 2009a). Unlike extrinsic rewards, intrinsic rewards are
intangible and fundamentally inherent in a job (Taylor, 2008).
At the beginning of the 20th century, work often consisted of repetitive, highly prescribed routine
tasks, requiring rule compliance (Pink, 2009; Thomas, 2009a). The use of extrinsic rewards was
effective in motivating behaviours relevant to such tasks (Pink, 2009). However, there have been
many important economic, business and social developments that have changed the nature of
work and the working environment. Thus, whilst extrinsic rewards such as base pay have to
date been cited as the most preferred rewards by South African employees (Snelgar, Renard &
Venter, 2013), the aforementioned developments require re-evaluating the rewards provided to
employees.
With many repetitive manufacturing jobs being sent overseas, there is now greater importance
being placed on knowledge and service-based industries (Armstrong & Brown, 2009). Coupled
with the changing type of work, tough economic times and the increasingly competitive nature
of the global marketplace, organisations have begun re-examining traditional reward methods.
Furthermore, not only have employees’ expectations of their employers changed, but younger
generations of employees are particularly likely to want purpose, meaning and development
opportunities in their jobs, and are willing to leave if they do not receive these intrinsic rewards
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(Tsui & Wu, 2005). Therefore, the use of and interest in
intrinsic rewards is burgeoning, due to the positive workrelated impact of intrinsic rewards such as job satisfaction
and emotional attachment (Nujjoo & Meyer, 2012).
Organisations require employees to take initiative and
responsibility, adapt to customer needs, provide creative
solutions, share knowledge and work with other teams
in the organisation to be successful (Cruz, Perez &
Cantero, 2009; Pink, 2009; Markova & Ford, 2011). Jobs in
the growing knowledge and service-based sectors often
require high levels of employee innovation, knowledge and
creativity (Markova & Ford, 2011). These behaviours have
been associated with work engagement (Towers Perrin,
2005; Purcell, Kinnie, Hutchinson, Rayton & Swart, 2003;
Thomas, 2009c).
In the retail industry, employee behaviours such as
product knowledge, delivering on promises and actively
listening to customers is what drives customer satisfaction
(Evenson, 2007). For employees to behave in this manner,
they must be mentally and emotionally engaged in their
work and be willing to put in additional discretionary effort,
all of which are features of work engagement (Gibbons,
2006). It is therefore not surprising that there has been
growing interest into how to drive work engagement,
including within the retail industry.
Moreover, with the flatter organisational structures that
are characteristic of many modern organisations, there is
now a greater need for employees to take initiative and be
self-directing and flexible. With fewer middle managers,
employees are to a certain extent required to self-manage their
time and deliver independently on targets (Thomas, 2009c).
This requires employees to be engaged in their work.
This current context has led to the re-evaluation of the use of
purely financial means to motivate and engage employees,
with increasing evidence showing that extrinsic rewards, on
their own, are insufficient tools to motivate and engage staff
(Pink, 2009; Thomas, 2009a).

Research purpose and objectives
There is a scarcity of research investigating the importance
of intrinsic rewards in a South African context (Nujjoo &
Meyer, 2012). There have been no previous scientific studies
focusing on the relationship between intrinsic rewards and
work engagement within South Africa, as is evident from the
literature review to follow. Coupled with this, to the authors’
knowledge, there is no commercially available instrument to
measure intrinsic rewards that has been validated in South
Africa.
Work engagement is particularly important in the retail
industry, in which an employee’s level of work engagement
has been found to be positively related to levels of customer
satisfaction (Kenexa, 2012). It is important for organisations
to understand what job characteristics are linked with work
http://www.sajip.co.za

Original Research

engagement to be able to increase the level of engagement of
their employees.
Given the employee performance, attitudes and behaviours
that organisations desire, ensuring that employees are
engaged at work has become increasingly important, as
mounting research links engaged employees to a multitude
of positive employee and organisational benefits such as
better psychological health, motivation and enthusiasm
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2009; Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter &
Taris, 2008; Field & Buitendach, 2011). There is therefore
great impetus to better understand factors related to work
engagement.
Based on the above, the primary purpose of this study is to
address the gap in empirical research by investigating the
relationship between intrinsic rewards and work engagement
in the South African retail context. Additional aims include
to investigate the impact of demographic variables such
as age and gender on levels of intrinsic rewards and work
engagement, as well as to determine with a level of statistical
significance that the two measuring instruments employed in
this study (namely, the Work Engagement Profile to measure
intrinsic rewards and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale to
measure work engagement) are valid and reliable within the
South African context.
In order to answer the research question, “What is
the relationship between intrinsic rewards and work
engagement in the South African retail industry?” – this
article will provide a brief literature review outlining
intrinsic rewards and work engagement, followed by the
research design for this study. Thereafter, a discussion of
the results will be provided, which will address the study’s
purpose and objectives.

Literature review
Intrinsic rewards
Intrinsic rewards are psychological rewards or positive
and emotionally rewarding work-related experiences that
individuals gain from their work and work environment
(Thomas, 2009a). Unlike extrinsic rewards, they are
intangible, yet are fundamentally inherent in a job
(Taylor, 2008). Since rewards motivate and reinforce
behaviour, for the purpose of this study, any intrinsic factor
that motivates within the work context has been interpreted
as an intrinsic reward.
Intrinsic rewards have been conceptualised in slightly
different ways by researchers. Pink (2009) specifies three
key intrinsic rewards that drive motivation at work, namely
autonomy, mastery and purpose. Houkes (2002) found a
causal effect between task significance, autonomy, feedback,
task variety and intrinsic work motivation. Therefore, work
that provides an experience that is interesting, challenging,
meaningful, enjoyable, fulfilling and has variety and
advancement opportunities, as well as an environment that
provides constructive feedback, is intrinsically rewarding.
doi:10.4102/sajip.v40i2.1195
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This is because it enables employees to feel competent,
responsible and autonomous, which increases intrinsic work
motivation for employees (Amabile, Hill, Hennessey &
Tighe, 1994; Bitzer, Schrettl & Scroder, 2007; Herzberg, 1966;
Shamir, 1991; Marchington & Wilkinson, 2008; Thomas,
2009a). Confirmed by Hackman and Lawler’s (1971) Job
Characteristics Theory, work and a working environment
that can produce these emotional outcomes described above
promote personal satisfaction and individual growth.
For the purposes of this study, Thomas’s (2009a) intrinsic
rewards will be focused on. Thomas specifies four types
of intrinsic rewards gained from work, which provide
positive emotional energy and result in motivation and
positive feelings. These intrinsic rewards are a sense of
meaningfulness, choice, competence and progress.
Meaningfulness involves the feeling that one’s job is
worthwhile and has a purpose that is part of a bigger picture
(Thomas, 2009b). It includes employees knowing why
they do what they do and knowing that their daily tasks
contribute in some way to a larger whole, that is, that they
are significant to the success of the organisation (Pink, 2009).
Working towards a worthwhile purpose is rewarding and
satisfying for employees and can sustain motivation over the
long-term (Thomas, 2009c).
Choice is similar to the intrinsic reward of ‘autonomy’
described by other authors (Amabile et al., 1994; Pink,
2009). It includes the ability to choose one’s own activities
and methods of performing these activities and empowers
employees to be self-directing, independent and responsible
for their work outcomes (Thomas, 2009c). Allowing
employees to be autonomous to select their own methods
for accomplishing a task enables them to feel personally
responsible for the quality of their activities and subsequent
outcomes, such as the service received by the customer
(Thomas, 2009c).
Competence at work involves employees feeling capable
of handling their work tasks and performing in a way that
meets or exceeds their personal standards of achievement
(Deci & Ryan, 1985; Thomas, 2009a). It can be seen as similar
to the concept of ‘mastery’ as defined by Pink (2009), which
emphasises employees continuously learning and putting in
effort in order to improve at something that matters.
Finally, a sense of progress involves feeling that one’s work
is moving in the desired direction and accomplishing the
desired or required outcomes (Thomas, 2009a). Particularly
if the goal is meaningful, progress provides enthusiasm
and positive feelings, creating motivation to continue
(Thomas, 2009c).
Intrinsic rewards have been linked to many important
outcomes for organisations. For example, Thomas (2009a)
has found the abovementioned four intrinsic rewards to
be strongly correlated to job satisfaction and professional
development (Sutz, 1991, cited in Thomas, 2009b; Thomas
http://www.sajip.co.za
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& Tymon, 1994). Intrinsic rewards have been shown to be
positively correlated with creativity (and extrinsic rewards
negatively correlated with creativity) (Amabile et al., 1994).
Employees who experience high levels of intrinsic rewards
report higher levels of job satisfaction, lower stress, strong
feelings of well-being and intrinsic motivation, as well as
increased professional development (Ryan & Deci, 2000;
Sutz, 1991, in Thomas, 2009b; Thomas & Tymon, 1994).
Furthermore, in the South African context intrinsic rewards
have been linked to affective commitment and intrinsic
motivation (Nujjoo & Meyer, 2012). Pink (2009) explains that
intrinsic rewards can create sustainable motivation over the
long-term, because the need for competence or mastery of
tasks is a long-term process. Furthermore, Pink argues that
the use of intrinsic rewards reduces the requirement for
supervision and middle management, because employees
are intrinsically motivated and therefore self-directing.

Work engagement
Work engagement is part of the positive psychology
movement, focusing on optimal functioning, well-being,
enthusiasm and health at work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003).
Gibbons (2006) defines work engagement as the increased
emotional and intellectual connection that employees
have for their job, organisation or co-workers, which
leads to increased discretionary effort in their work. The
key attitudinal and behavioural components for work
engagement definitions include commitment, enthusiasm
towards work, dedication, loyalty, directed effort,
involvement in one’s job and satisfaction (Gallup, 2012;
Macey & Schneider, 2008; Towers Perrin, 2005).
Kahn (1990) states that employees are engaged with their
work when they identify with their roles, and express
themselves through their roles physically, emotionally and
cognitively. Work engagement has also been defined as the
antithesis of burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 1997). However,
Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonza´lez-Roma and Bakker (2002)
argue that burnout and work engagement are distinct and
should be assessed separately and independently of one
another.
For the purpose of this research, work engagement will
be defined based on Schaufeli et al.’s (2002) conception of
work engagement: a positive work-related state of mind,
defined by three dimensions, namely vigour, dedication and
absorption. Vigour includes mental resilience, persistence
when confronted with difficulties at work, pervasive positive
feelings, energy and enthusiasm towards work (Bakker et al.,
2008; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). Dedication is characterised
by enthusiasm, pride, persistence and being actively
involved in one’s work, including feeling challenged by
one’s job (Bakker et al., 2008). Absorption is when individuals
are concentrating so fully and are so engrossed in their work
that time passes without being noticed (Bakker et al., 2008).
Research on work engagement has found a positive
relationship with the ability to cope in stressful situations,
doi:10.4102/sajip.v40i2.1195
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higher job enthusiasm, job satisfaction, happiness at
work and organisational commitment (Bakker et al., 2008;
Bakker & Demerouti, 2009; Field & Buitendach, 2011).
At an organisational level, work engagement has been
strongly correlated with positive outcomes such as lower
absenteeism, higher retention, fewer safety incidents,
increased productivity, higher company profits and
increased customer loyalty and satisfaction (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2009; Gallup, 2012; Harter, Schmidt & Hayes,
2002; Harter, Schmidt, Killham & Asplund, 2006; Schaufeli
& Bakker, 2003).

Relationship between intrinsic rewards and work
engagement
Organisations have realised that ‘throwing money’ at
employees may have little effect on work engagement, and
thus have now begun focusing on ways to enable intrinsic
rewards (Towers Perrin, 2005). For this reason, there are a
range of studies that have related intrinsic rewards and
sources of intrinsic rewards to work engagement. For
example, sources of intrinsic rewards such as job challenge,
inclusion in decision-making and development opportunities
have been found to be positively related to work
engagement (Gibbons, 2006; Purcell et al., 2003). According
to the job-demand resources model, job autonomy, task
variety, positive performance feedback and social support
gained from work are strongly positively related to work
engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Rothmann and
Rothmann (2010) validated this model in the South African
context. Most of these studies are cross-sectional in design
and therefore causation cannot be established.
Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider and Shernoff (2003)
found that when students experienced tasks to be sufficiently
challenging and had the appropriate skills to competently
achieve the tasks, they had higher levels of engagement. This
highlights that competence is related to higher levels of work
engagement. Organisational cultures that restrict autonomy
and empowerment have been found to be related to lower
job satisfaction and work engagement (Nantha, 2013).
Kahn (1990) argues that if a task is meaningful to employees,
then they will be more motivated to be engaged in their
work. Empirical research supports this argument, finding
that meaningfulness of work is a strong predictor of
work engagement in the South African context (Olivier &
Rothmann, 2007; Rothmann & Rothmann, 2010).

Research design
Research approach

This research falls within the paradigm of positive
psychology (see Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000),
focusing on positive organisational attitudes in the South
African work context. The study used a quantitative research
method, having utilised questionnaires to collect data. A
pilot study was initially conducted as part of the empirical
research, followed by a final study based on the pilot study
results. A cross-sectional design, which involves drawing a
http://www.sajip.co.za

Original Research

sample from the target population at a single point in time
(Babbie, 2013), was utilised for both the pilot study and final
study.
The purpose of the pilot study (n = 33) was to determine
whether the two instruments, the Work Engagement Profile
(WEP) and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES),
maintained reliability within the South African context. This
was necessary because the WEP has not previously been
utilised in South Africa. Based on Cronbach’s alpha analysis,
each subscale and the overall scales of the WEP and UWES
had sufficient internal reliability and sufficient inter-item
reliability levels. The Cronbach’s alphas for the pilot study
were 0.95 and 0.90 respectively. Therefore, both instruments
were determined to be reliable for use in the final study,
with no need to remove or edit any items. These tables were
excluded from this article due to space constraints. The
method and results presented thus relate only to the final
study.

Research method
Research participants
The target population for this study was employees working
within the South African retail industry. The sample was
drawn from a single South African retail organisation,
headquartered in Port Elizabeth, South Africa. Nonprobability sampling in the form of purposive sampling was
used to collect data. Purposive sampling involves selecting a
sample based on the target population and the nature of the
research aims (Babbie, 2013).
Whilst 323 questionnaires were distributed to employees, a
total of 208 completed questionnaires were returned. This
reflects a response rate of 64.4%. Of these 208 returned
questionnaires, 13 were incomplete and were therefore
excluded. In addition, Malhotra (2010) explains that data that
is logically inconsistent may be regarded as unsatisfactory
and therefore should be excluded. Item response bias,
where respondents give inaccurate information, may also
bias the results and should be excluded (Malhotra, 2010). In
total, 14 respondents ticked only one answer (for example,
strongly agree) for every item in their questionnaires. For
the reasons mentioned above, these were regarded as biased
and inconsistent and were thus excluded. The total number
of questionnaires used for analysis was therefore 181. This
represents responses from 56% of the sample.
Characteristics of the sample: Table 1 displays the
biographical characteristics of the respondents. This sample
was comprised of 37 (20.4%) men and 144 (79.6%) women.
The largest proportion of the sample was aged 28 to 37 years
(40.3%), followed by 18 to 27 years (30.9%). Table 1 also
shows that 37.0% of the respondents were mixed race, 36.5%
were black and 25.4% were white. In terms of occupational
groups, the factory and warehouse group made up the
largest proportion of the sample (52.5%), followed by
employees working directly with customers (32.0%) and
head office employees (15.5%).
doi:10.4102/sajip.v40i2.1195
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Measuring instruments
The composite questionnaire used for this study was a fixed
answer questionnaire, requiring the respondents to select
from a series of pre-determined answers (Malhotra, 2010). It
consisted of a biographical data section and two measuring
instruments, namely the WEP and UWES.
The Work Engagement Profile (WEP): The WEP is a global,
commercially available instrument used to measure intrinsic
rewards in organisations. It is owned by the American
company CPP (Thomas, 2009b). Whilst this instrument
is usually purchased for use, CPP granted permission to
the authors to use this instrument for academic research
purposes.
This 24-item self-report questionnaire is comprised of four
subscales, which measure the extent to which the four
types of intrinsic rewards explained in the literature review
(namely meaningfulness, competence, choice and progress) are
experienced within a respondent’s work. Each subscale
contains six items, measured using a seven-point Likert
scale. Respondents are required to choose their level of
agreement or disagreement for each item from the predetermined categories, ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to
6 (strongly agree). The WEP was selected because it is one of
the only available previously validated instruments found
by the authors to measure levels of intrinsic rewards in an
organisational setting.
For this study, certain words on several items were changed
or substituted in the WEP by the authors, to ensure that
the items would be interpretable within the South African
context. Permission was granted from CPP to make these
changes, and a legal contract was drawn up between the
authors and CPP in this regard.
The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES): The UWES
was used to measure work engagement in the sample. The
UWES was originally developed as a 24-item questionnaire
to measure these dimensions, mostly consisting of positively
TABLE 1: Characteristics of respondents (n = 181).
Variable

Item

f

%

Gender

Male

37

20.4

Female

144

79.6

18–27

56

30.9

28–37

73

40.3

38–47

27

14.9

48–57

16

8.8

58+

9

5.0

White

46

25.4

Black

66

36.5

Indian

1

0.6

Mixed-race

67

37.0

Other

1

0.6

Mainly directly with customer

58

32.0

Working only occasionally customers, mainly
head office

28

15.5

Factory or warehouse

95

52.5

Age

Racial group

Occupational
group

f, frequency.
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rephrased items from Maslach’s Burnout Inventory
(Maslach, Jackson & Leiter, 1996). This instrument was
validated on two different samples, during which 17 items
were determined to be sound (Schaufeli et al., 2002). The
UWES uses a seven-point Likert-scale, on which respondents
select how often they have each feeling at work, ranging
from 0 (Never) to 6 (Always).
The UWES is composed of three subscales, namely vigour
(six items), dedication (five items) and absorption (six items).
These measure the three dimensions of work engagement
explained in the literature review.
Strong internal consistency has been found for the UWES
both internationally and in the South African context
(see for example, Coetzee & De Villiers, 2010; Rothmann
& Rothmann, 2010; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003; Storm &
Rothmann, 2003). Storm and Rothmann (2003) found that the
UWES can be used to measure work engagement in South
Africa, as there is no uniform or non-uniform bias between
racial groups.

Research procedure and ethical considerations
A paper-and-pen method was used for this study. The
introduction to the questionnaire stated the purpose of the
research, instructions for completing the questionnaire and
assurances of confidentiality and anonymity. The collection
procedure varied slightly depending on whether the
respondent was at head office, factory and warehouse or the
retail stores.
Head office, factory and warehouse employees: The
authors handed out questionnaires to every member of staff
and left a sealed questionnaire collection box at reception for
completed questionnaires to be dropped into.
Retail employees: The organisation’s regional retail
managers assisted with the data collection by handing out
questionnaires to all employees at every store. A sealed
questionnaire collection box was left in each store, into
which completed questionnaires could be deposited. All
boxes from around SA were then delivered directly to the
authors upon completion of the data collection phase.
Ethical considerations: To ensure that the research was
conducted in an ethical manner, permission to conduct the
study was obtained from the owners and directors of the
retail organisation prior to the beginning of the study. An
email was then sent out to all employees of the organisation
by the head of human resources, outlining the purpose
and procedure of the research and requesting support
from the organisation’s employees. Managers with access
to computers were asked to pass this information on to all
employees without computer access. Whilst all employees
were requested to take part in the study, participation
was purely voluntary and no employees were forced or
coerced to take part. Consent was assumed by the act of
doi:10.4102/sajip.v40i2.1195
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filling in the questionnaire and returning it. Confidentiality
and anonymity was ensured for all participants and no
employee names or individual identifiers appeared on the
questionnaires. All completed questionnaires were dropped
into the sealed communal collection boxes mentioned above,
in order to maximise the perception of anonymity for the
participants. Finally, no information about individual
respondents was given to the organisation once the data had
been analysed.

Statistical analysis
To complete the statistical analysis, two programs were
utilised, namely Microsoft Excel and Statistica (version
11), a statistics and analysis software package. Descriptive
statistics were utilised to describe the data, including
the mean, minimum, maximum and standard deviation.
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were calculated for each
subscale in the WEP and UWES to determine the internal
consistency between each item and evaluate the reliability
of each instrument.
Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to determine
the underlying factor structure of the WEP and UWES for
the South African sample in this study. Pearson product
moment correlations were utilised to ascertain the strength
of the relationships between each factor within the WEP
and UWES (Malhotra, 2010). A coefficient of 0.30 or above
was used as a cut-off to represent practically significant
correlations (Hair, Black, Babin & Anderson, 2010).
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to determine
whether there were statistically significant differences
across demographic variables with more than two levels
(age, race and occupational group). T-tests were used
to determine statistical differences between genders.
Furthermore, post-hoc Tukey tests were performed to
determine whether there were statistically significant
differences for the WEP and UWES factors between
demographic variables. Cohen’s d statistic, which reflects
the effect size, was used to determine the practical
significance of these results (Stommel & Willis, 2004). The
guidelines used for interpretation indicate that a small
effect size occurs when d is between 0.20 and 0.50. A
moderate effect size occurs when d is between 0.50 and 0.80
and a large effect size occurs when d is equal to or greater
than 0.80 (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2009).

Original Research

Results

Descriptive statistics and Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients
Table 2 summarises the key descriptive statistics for the WEP
and UWES by displaying the minimum, maximum, mean,
standard deviation and Cronbach’s alphas for the variables
under study. It is evident that both measuring instruments
have acceptable internal reliability as they are above 0.60
(Malhotra, 2010), with the reliability coefficient for the total
WEP being 0.93 and for the total UWES being 0.82. The
authors note though that the Cronbach’s alpha values for
the WEP subscales in this study are slightly lower than those
found by Burke (2004), Tymon (1994, in Thomas, 2009b), and
Forest (2008, in Thomas 2009b). The same can be said for the
UWES Cronbach’s alpha values presented in Schaufeli and
Bakker (2003), Storm and Rothmann (2003), and Coetzee and
De Villiers (2010), as compared to this study.

Confirmatory factor analysis
Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted on the WEP
and UWES1. For the WEP, four distinct factors accounted for
63.03% of the total variance. This is aligned with the fourfactor structure found by Thomas (2009b) in an American
context. However, for the factor loading, some of the items
did not load on the factors specified in the literature and test
manual and there was no clear alternative factor structure
(Stumpf, Doh & Tymon, 2010; Burke, 2004; Thomas, 2009b;
Thomas, Jansen & Tymon, 1997).
For the UWES, the factor analysis suggested a four-factor
structure. This finding is different to the three-factor structure
previously found for the UWES (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003;
Storm & Rothmann, 2003). However, since the fourth factor
only contributes 6.00% of the total variance, a three-factor
structure may still be feasible. Similar to the WEP, the factor
loading structure does not correspond with the structure
found both internationally and in a South African context
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003; Storm & Rothmann, 2003).

Relationship between WEP and UWES factors
Table 3 displays the Pearson product moment correlation
coefficients that were calculated to determine the strength of
the relationship between the factors in the WEP and UWES.
1.The tables depicting the results of the factor analysis were not included in this article
due to their large sizes. They are however available from the authors upon request.

TABLE 2: Descriptive statistics for Work Engagement Profile (WEP) and Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES).
Instrument

Factor

Minimum

Maximum

M

SD

Cronbach’s alpha

WEP

Meaningfulness

11

42

36.39

4.98

0.82

Choice

6

42

31.06

8.22

0.86

Competence

13

42

36.92

4.78

0.82

Progress

12

42

36.26

5.23

0.82

Total

-

-

-

-

0.93

Vigour

10

42

31.93

6.21

0.73

Dedication

5

35

28.29

6.30

0.82

Absorption

9

42

31.61

6.63

0.77

Total

-

-

-

-

0.82

UWES

M, mean; SD, standard deviation.
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The relationships between all factors of the WEP and UWES
are positive and practically significant (r > 0.30). Between
the two instruments, absorption and choice had the lowest
correlation (r = 0.46) and dedication and meaningfulness had
the highest (r = 0.76). The strongest correlation amongst
WEP factors is between meaningfulness and competence
(r = 0.78) and the weakest relationship is between competence
and choice (r = 0.49). For the UWES, vigour and dedication,
and vigour and absorption, had the joint highest correlation at
0.75, and dedication and absorption had the lowest correlation
coefficient (r = 0.69).

and 48–57 age groups, as well as the 28–37 and 48–57 age
groups (p < 0.05). The Cohen’s d scores above the diagonal
line indicate practical significance, with the difference
between 18–27 and 48–57 age groups having a moderate
practical significance (0.50 < |d| < 0.80). The difference
between the 28–37 and 48–57 age groups has a Cohen’s d of
0.80, indicating a large practical significance. Since the means
generally increase as age groups increase, this suggests that
competence may be positively related to age for this sample.
As seen in Table 6, there are statistically significant
differences for the UWES factor vigour between the 18–27 age
group and the age groups 38–47, 48–57 and 58+ (p < 0.05).
In addition, there are statistically significant differences
between the age group 28–37 and the age groups 38–47
and 58+. As evident from the Cohen’s d statistics above the
diagonal line, all of these statistics have a large practical
significance (|d| > 0.80), except the difference between age
groups 28–37 and 38–47, which has a moderate practical
significance (0.50 < |d| < 0.80). These results suggest a trend
of significant differences between younger and older groups
for vigour, with the means generally trending upwards as
age increases.

Impact of demographic variables
Table 4 shows the ANOVA results for each factor, in terms
of various demographic variables. Statistically significant
relationships are represented by p-values less than 0.05.
It is evident that for the WEP, there are statistically
significant differences for meaningfulness across age and race,
and for competence across age and race. In addition, for the
UWES factors, there are statistically significant differences
across age and race for vigour and absorption and across age
for dedication. It should be noted that there are no statistically
significant differences across the occupational groups; for
this reason, further analysis was not conducted for this
demographic variable.

For dedication, Table 7 indicates statistically significant
differences between the age group 18–27 and the groups
48–57 and 58+ years old (p < 0.05). According to Cohen’s d
statistic, these differences are of moderate (0.50 < |d| < 0.80)
and large (|d| > 0.80) practical significance respectively.
In addition, the difference between the 28 to 37 and 58+
age group is also statistically significant. This suggests that
older respondents (58+) have a higher mean score than
younger respondents (28–37 years) and this difference has
large practical significance (|d| > 0.80). Since the means for
dedication increase as age increases, this suggests a positive
relationship between dedication and age.

Age and WEP/UWES factors: Post-hoc Tukey tests were
used to determine significant differences for the factors
meaningfulness and competence from the WEP and vigour,
dedication and absorption from the UWES. Whilst the ANOVA
in Table 4 identified both meaningfulness and competence as
having statistically significant differences across age groups,
the Tukey post-hoc test was not powerful enough to detect
any pairwise differences for meaningfulness, at a significance
level of less than 0.05.

From Table 8 it is evident that there is a statistically significant
difference between respondents aged 18–27 and those aged
38–47 for the absorption factor of the UWES. Older respondents

As seen in Table 5, however, for the factor competence,
statistically significant differences occur between the 18–27
TABLE 3: Pearson product moment correlation coefficients.
Variable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1. Meaningfulness

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

2. Choice

0.55**

-

-

-

-

-

-

3. Competence

0.78**

0.49*

-

-

-

-

-

4. Progress

0.73**

0.57**

0.73**

-

-

-

-

5. Vigour

0.69**

0.47*

0.63**

0.58**

-

-

-

6. Dedication

0.76**

0.55**

0.61**

0.64**

0.75**

-

-

7. Absorption

0.64**

0.46*

0.54**

0.58**

0.75**

0.69**

-

*, r > 0.30 = medium effect size (practically significant); **, r > 0.50 = large effect size (practically significant)

TABLE 4: Work Engagement Profile and Utrecht Work Engagement Scale factors according to demographic variables.
Demographic variables

Work Engagement Profile
Meaningfulness

Choice

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale

Competence

Progress

Vigour

Dedication

Absorption

F

p

F

p

F

p

F

p

F

p

F

p

Age

3.49

0.009*

0.67

0.614

3.98

0.004*

1.59

0.179

8.41

0.000*

5.02

0.001*

4.63 0.001*

Race

3.10

0.048*

0.16

0.852

3.22

0.042*

0.89

0.411

3.62

0.029*

0.58

0.564

3.17 0.044*

Occupational group

0.65

0.522

1.68

0.189

0.58

0.558

1.61

0.202

1.11

0.330

1.17

0.314

1.31

*, p < 0.05 = statistically significant.
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Gender and WEP/UWES factors: Two-sample independent
t-tests were used to identify gender differences for scores on
each of the factors. The only significant difference for gender
was on the competence factor (see Table 9), with female
respondents reporting higher levels of competence than male
respondents (p < 0.05). This difference is of small practical
significance (0.20 < |d| < 0.50).

(38–47) have a higher mean than younger respondents (18–27)
for absorption and this difference has a moderate practical
significance (0.50 < |d| < 0.80). In addition, the difference
between respondents aged 28–37 and 38–47 is statistically
significant, again with a moderate practical significance. From
Table 8 it can be seen that the means for absorption generally
increase as the age groups increase.
TABLE 5: Tukey tests and Cohen’s d for competence, according to age.
Age

18–27
(M = 36.11)

28–37
(M = 36.10)

38–47
(M = 38.15)

48–57
(M = 39.81)

58+
(M = 39.89)

18–27

-

-

-

0.78

-

28–37

1.000

-

-

0.80

-

38–47

0.326

0.281

-

-

-

48–57

0.038*

0.030*

0.785

-

-

58+

0.152

0.138

0.865

1.000

-

*, p < 0.05 = statistically significant.
Note: Above diagonal: Cohen’s d; Below diagonal: Tukey tests.

TABLE 6: Tukey tests and Cohen’s d for vigour, according to age.
Age

18–27
(M = 29.48)

28–37
(M = 31.19)

38–47
(M = 35.48)

48–57
(M = 34.94)

58+
(M = 37.22)

18–27

-

-

1.09

0.96

1.37

28–37

0.450

-

0.72

-

0.99

38–47

0.000*

0.008*

-

-

-

48–57

0.007*

0.126

0.998

-

-

58+

0.002*

0.025*

0.935

0.876

-

*, p < 0.05 = statistically significant.
Note: Above diagonal: Cohen’s d; Below diagonal: Tukey tests

TABLE 7: Tukey tests and Cohen’s d for dedication, according to age.
Age

18–27
M = 26.86

28–37
M = 27.22

38–47
M = 30.56

48–57
M = 31.69

58+
M = 33.11

18–27

-

-

-

0.78

1.00

28–37

0.997

-

-

-

0.94

38–47

0.068

0.101

-

-

-

48–57

0.038*

0.057

0.976

-

-

58+

0.032*

0.045*

0.807

0.980

-

*, p < 0.05 = statistically significant.
Note: Above diagonal: Cohen’s d; Below diagonal: Tukey tests

TABLE 8: Tukey tests and Cohen’s d for absorption, according to age.
Age

18–27
(M = 30.02)

28–37
(M = 30.58)

38–47
(M = 34.56)

48–57
(M = 34.50)

58+
(M = 35.89)

18–27

-

-

0.73

-

-

28–37

0.988

-

0.62

-

-

38–47

0.020*

0.044*

-

-

-

48–57

0.095

0.169

1.000

-

-

58+

0.077

0.127

0.983

0.985

-

*, p < 0.05 = statistically significant.
Note: Above diagonal: Cohen’s d; Below diagonal: Tukey tests

TABLE 9: Results of the t-test for gender differences.
Constructs

t-value

df

p

Cohen’s d

-0.867

0.94

179

0.346

N/A

-0.892

0.59

179

0.557

N/A

4.40

-1.805

2.07

179

0.040*

0.38

5.65

5.09

-1.481

1.54

179

0.125

N/A

Mean

SD

Mean difference

Male

Female

Male

Female

(M-F)

Meaningfulness

35.70

36.57

6.05

4.67

Choice

30.35

31.24

8.43

8.18

Competence

35.49

37.29

5.86

Progress

35.08

36.56

Work Engagement Profile

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
Vigour

30.16

32.39

6.34

6.11

-2.227

1.96

179

0.0513

N/A

Dedication

26.57

28.74

7.22

5.99

2.169

1.88

179

0.0613

N/A

Absorption

30.30

31.94

6.29

6.69

-1.647

1.35

179

0.178

N/A

SD, standard deviation
*, p < 0.05 = statistically significant.
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Discussion

Outline of the results
The key research objectives of this study were to determine
whether there was a relationship between intrinsic rewards
and work engagement in the South African retail context, as
well as to validate the WEP and UWES in the South African
retail context and investigate the impact of demographic
variables on these constructs. This research was conducted
in a single retail organisation; therefore, generalisations from
these results to the greater South Africa population are not
appropriate.

Relationship between intrinsic rewards and
work engagement
As shown in Table 3, all four WEP intrinsic rewards factors
were found to be positively and significantly correlated to
the three UWES work engagement factors. This indicates
that individuals who are provided with high levels of
intrinsic rewards at work typically experience high levels
of work engagement, and are therefore more willing to
exert additional effort as well as be more dedicated and
actively involved in their work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003).
These findings confirm the results of previous research. For
example, Shernoff et al. (2003) found that competence or
mastery of a difficult task led to higher levels of engagement.
Additionally, Rothmann and Rothmann (2010) confirmed
the relevance of Schaufeli and Bakker’s (2004) job-resources
model within the South African context, discovering that
job characteristics that provide intrinsic rewards including
autonomy, growth opportunities, variety, learning
opportunities and social support were strongly related to
work engagement.
There are a number of different theories on how intrinsic
rewards and work engagement are related; however, the
nature and causality of this relationship have not yet been
empirically tested in South Africa. For example, Thomas’s
(2009c) self-management model proposes that when
employees have meaningful work, understand the purpose
of their role, and have autonomy to make choices, then
they can select the actions required to best achieve their
goals. If they are achieving their goals, this reaffirms their
competence and provides a sense of progress. Through
this progress they gain positive emotional energy that is
energising and rewarding, which therefore reinforces the
benefits of being engaged with their work.
If employees are not achieving their goals, this provides
feedback for the employees to re-evaluate and alter their
behaviour. Thomas (2009c) highlights that this process
requires employees to self-manage, in that they should
initiate behaviour, actively evaluate their successes and
make adjustments where necessary (Thomas, 2009b). This
self-management model, which relates the gaining of
intrinsic rewards to work engagement, has received support
from studies in several countries (Forest, 2008, cited in
Thomas, 2009b; Stumpf et al., 2010).
http://www.sajip.co.za
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Rothmann and Rothmann’s (2010) research supports
the empirical findings of this study, which is that the
strongest correlation between the intrinsic rewards and
work engagement factors was between meaningfulness and
dedication. This implies that individuals who find their work
highly meaningful will likely demonstrate high levels of
work dedication. Such an employee will strive to exceed
goals, persevere with difficult tasks and be emotionally
committed and thus engaged (Rothmann & Rothmann,
2010). Kahn (1990), confirmed by Olivier and Rothmann
(2007) in South Africa, found meaningfulness to be the
strongest predictor of work engagement. Thomas (2009c)
agrees with this, stating that when employees achieve their
desired outcomes and contribute to a meaningful purpose,
this provides positive emotional energy, which is motivating
and engaging.

Impact of age on intrinsic rewards and work
engagement
Table 4 shows that statistically significant differences were
found between age groups for the three UWES factors,
namely vigour, dedication and absorption, as well as the WEP
factor of competence, which indicates that age is positively
related to work engagement and competence. For competence,
the positive relationship with age is clear: with age comes
experience and sufficient time to master one’s skills and
overall job competence.
The relationship between age and work engagement
aligns with international research that has found that older
employees have higher levels of work engagement than
younger employees (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003; Schaufeli,
Bakker & Salanova, 2006; Simpson, 2009; James, McKechnie
& Swanberg, 2011). The explanation for this relationship
is not clear though. James et al. (2011) suggest that older
workers may have different expectations of work and may
therefore respond differently from younger employees to the
same working conditions. These authors suggest that older
workers are more concerned with job security and company
loyalty than younger workers and are therefore more likely
to persevere at their job and stay engaged than younger
workers. Lancaster and Stillman (2002) propose that younger
employees demand greater challenges and meaning in their
work and are not as patient as older workers. Therefore,
for the same level of work and working conditions, older
employees may be more accepting and therefore likely to be
more engaged in their work than younger employees who
are more likely to get frustrated and consequently detached.

Impact of gender on intrinsic rewards and work
engagement
The only significant difference between genders was
found for the competence factor of intrinsic rewards, with
women reporting higher competence than men. This result,
however, held small practical significance. Previous research
suggests that men are significantly more likely to care about
career advancement and monetary increases than women
doi:10.4102/sajip.v40i2.1195

Page 10 of 13

(Family and Work Institute, 2006). Whitehead and Kotze
(2003) found that South African women’s main motivation
for working was related to intrinsic work factors, including
giving their life meaning. Therefore, perhaps women are
more interested in being competent at their current job than
focusing on their next career move. As their current role is
more important to them, women might rate themselves
as being more competent in such roles. This assumption,
however, is highly speculative.

Factor analysis
An interesting finding from this study was that the factor
structure for the WEP and UWES did not support the
factor structure outlined in the literature (Schaufeli et al.,
2002; Thomas, 2009b). For the UWES, given that it has been
validated in a wide variety of countries and industries,
it is unlikely that this finding reflects a weakness in the
construction of the UWES. For the WEP, given that the
instrument has not been validated or used in South Africa
before, it is not clear whether the factor structure findings
point to potential construct and content validity issues or
other factors specific to this study.
One potential reason for the factor structure findings may be
that some respondents may not have understood the items in
the same way as the samples in which the instruments were
standardised. Both of these instruments were developed
internationally and the WEP particularly has not been
previously validated in South Africa. Many of the items in
the WEP are Americanised and some of the terms may have
been misunderstood by South Africans. Culture impacts
heavily on perceptions and meaning of concepts, which
brings about challenges in using instruments developed
internationally (Hood, Hopson & Frierson, 2005).
Another potential issue that may have contributed to this
result is that the data was significantly skewed to the top
end of the scale, with very few respondents answering
‘strongly disagree’ or ‘disagree’ on the lower end of the
scale. The similarity of responses across all items in all
subscales contributed to the lack of a clear factor structure.
The authors speculate that this could be attributed to socially
desirable responses on behalf of the respondents. Since this
study was conducted in the workplace of the respondents,
they may have been concerned with consequences of their
results showing low levels of work engagement.
Even though the factor structures did not correspond
to previous literature findings, the Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients for both the WEP and UWES were above the
recommended criterion, indicating satisfactory reliability.
For this reason, the results still provide beneficial insight
into the retail sector within South Africa.

Practical implications
As previously discussed, intrinsic rewards are related
to a wide range of positive outcomes that organisations
http://www.sajip.co.za
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may wish to encourage and sustain. These include greater
organisational commitment, employee well-being and
lower stress (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Thomas & Tymon, 1994).
In addition, intrinsic rewards have been associated with
the tendency to seek out challenges, improved creativity,
as well as increased retention, recall and comprehension of
information (Amabile et al., 1994; Ryan, Connell & Plant,
1990; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Retail organisations may greatly
benefit from developing intrinsic reward interventions for
their employees.
Due to the current economic climate, the skills shortages in
South Africa and positive types of behaviour that
organisations are trying to motivate, organisations need
employees who are dedicated, willing to put in extra effort,
good problem solvers, creative, energetic and emotionally
resilient. In other words, organisations require engaged
employees (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). Thus both intrinsic
rewards and work engagement are highly beneficial for the
long-term success of an organisation.
The relationship found in this study between intrinsic
rewards and work engagement provides greater insight
into the organisational conditions that potentially facilitate
higher levels of work engagement. This finding may have
both theoretical and practical implications for the design of
the work environment, human resource practices, reward
practices and conditions required to optimise and increase
motivation, engagement and well-being and, therefore,
potentially improve company performance (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2007).
Whilst by definition intrinsic rewards are individual
feelings and can therefore not be administered externally
by an organisation, organisations can use techniques
and create an environment that will provide employees
with the opportunity to gain intrinsic rewards (Zenger &
Lazzarini, 2004). For example, a meaningful purpose for
every organisation should be identified, explicitly stated and
widely communicated (Thomas, 2009a). Employees must
understand the purpose of their particular role within the
wider organisation and feel as though they are contributing
to this purpose (Thomas, 2009c). To increase autonomy
and choice for employees, Marchington and Wilkinson
(2008) advocate the redesigning of jobs by enlarging job
responsibilities and providing greater discretion to make
choices. Organisations must therefore ensure sufficient
role clarity and inclusion in decision-making (Schaufeli &
Bakker, 2004).
Purcell et al. (2003) recommend instituting human resource
policies and practices including learning and development
opportunities, career advancement opportunities, job
autonomy, challenging work, individual performance
appraisals and work-life balance to foster and encourage
intrinsic rewards and thus potentially work engagement.
Non-financial reward interventions linked to intrinsic
rewards can be established, such as the implementation of
recognition programs. For these policies and practices to
doi:10.4102/sajip.v40i2.1195
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be effective, top management, human resource managers
and line managers must work together to ensure effective
implementation (Purcell et al., 2003).

Limitations and recommendations
Response bias impacts on the reliability and validity of
results. It has already been mentioned that results may
have been skewed due to social desirability, which is the
tendency of respondents to provide responses that they
believe are desired, whether they are true or not (Malhotra,
2010). As this research was conducted at the workplace of
the respondents, it is possible that respondents wanted to
portray themselves in a positive light. Acquiescence bias
may also have been caused by respondents tending to agree
with items by simply ticking ‘strongly agree’ or ‘agree’ to all
items (Malhotra, 2010). Since there are no negatively phrased
items on the WEP, respondents may have acquiesced and
answered positively to all items, which may have biased the
results.
Furthermore, the factor structure for both instruments did
not align with previous research. Whilst the UWES has been
proven through other studies to be valid and reliable in its
current format in South Africa, these studies were conducted
in industries different from the retail sector. Furthermore,
the WEP was created and validated in America and uses
numerous Americanised terms, which may have led to
potential misunderstandings. However, in an attempt to
increase the clarity of the questionnaire, the authors did
provide brief explanations below each item for both the
WEP and UWES.
Given the cross-sectional design of this study, no causal
relationship can be established between intrinsic rewards
and work engagement. Finally, given that this research was
conducted in one South African retail organisation and the
characteristics of respondents were not balanced in terms of
demographic variables, the sample may limit generalisation
to the wider population.

Recommendations
Future research should determine whether this study’s
findings can be replicated across other South African
retail organisations and other industries. A more diverse
sample of respondents would enable the sample to be more
representative of the population. Moreover, an experimental
intervention could be created in a South African organisation
to determine whether there is a causal relationship between
intrinsic rewards and work engagement and through what
mechanisms intrinsic rewards impact on work engagement.
In addition, to more fully understand the relationship
between these two concepts, further investigations should
explore potential mediating factors between intrinsic
rewards and work engagement.
Future research could furthermore explore whether there
are generational differences in attitudes towards work in
http://www.sajip.co.za
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a South African context, in order to understand how these
differences impact on levels of work engagement. More
research is also required to understand the differences and
reasons behind gender and age differences pertaining to
intrinsic rewards and work engagement in South African
organisations.
Due to the fact that the WEP was not validated in this
study, future research should be conducted to validate the
WEP within the South African context. Additionally, given
that South Africa has 11 official languages and English is a
second language for many South Africans, research should
investigate the possibility of translating the WEP and UWES
instruments into other languages more appropriate for
use in South Africa. To mitigate the potential limitation of
response and acquiescence bias, negatively phrased items
could be used in addition to positively phrased items.

Conclusion
Intrinsic rewards and work engagement are complex and
nuanced concepts that are of great interest to researchers
and organisations globally and the subject of much debate
and investigation. This study focused specifically on
understanding the relationship between these two constructs
in the South African retail industry, as well as investigating
any impact that demographic variables may have had.
A purposive non-probability sampling method was used
for this quantitative study and a significant positive
relationship was discovered between intrinsic rewards
and work engagement. The results make several important
contributions to the body of knowledge, providing greater
insight into the use of intrinsic rewards to positively affect
levels of work engagement in the South African retail
industry. The results offer valuable information regarding
the impact of demographic variables on intrinsic rewards
and work engagement and indicate a positive relationship
between age and certain intrinsic rewards and work
engagement factors. The only gender difference found
was on the intrinsic reward of competence. Surprisingly, no
difference in intrinsic rewards or work engagement was
found between occupational groups. This suggests that
it is possible for both white-collar and blue-collar workers
to gain high levels of intrinsic rewards from their work,
emphasising the importance for organisations to enhance
intrinsic rewards for all groups of employees.
Whilst sufficient reliability was found for both instruments,
this study did not validate the WEP within the South African
context as an instrument to measure intrinsic rewards,
which was a goal of this research. Having a valid and
reliable instrument to measure intrinsic rewards is a key
tool in encouraging the increased use of intrinsic rewards for
motivation and engagement of employees.
Many organisations are not yet using intrinsic methods
to motivate employees (Dewhurst, Guthridge & Mohr,
2009). This research adds to the growing body of evidence
doi:10.4102/sajip.v40i2.1195
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suggesting that if organisations offer their employees
an environment from which they can source an array of
intrinsic rewards, then such organisations may experience
the benefits of having engaged employees. Therefore, by
creating an environment in which employees can satisfy
their own intrinsic needs through working towards the goals
of the organisation, organisations can create the optimal
solution for both the employees and the employer (Hackman
& Lawler, 1971).
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