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Abstract

Orientation: This study explores the relationship between individual work performance dimensions and work engagement within a South African multinational organisational context. Despite widespread interest in these constructs, their interrelationships remain inadequately explored.

Research purpose: The primary aim of this study was to investigate whether task and contextual performance can predict work engagement among employees of a multinational corporation operating in South Africa.

Motivation for the study: Existing literature focuses on engagement as an antecedent to performance. This study contributes by investigating the reverse relationship of whether performance components may function as drivers of work engagement.

Research approach/design and method: A quantitative cross-sectional approach was followed. Data were collected from 420 employees using convenience sampling. Participants completed the Individual Work Performance Questionnaire and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale. Data were analysed using correlation and multiple regression to assess relationships between variables.

Main findings: Both performance dimensions were positively associated with work engagement. Contextual performance showed a stronger relationship, suggesting behaviours such as cooperation, initiative and supporting colleagues play an important role in fostering engagement. Together, both dimensions explained a meaningful portion of variation in engagement levels.

Practical/managerial implications: Organisations should develop performance management systems that recognise and reward both task and contextual performance. Leadership should encourage pro-social behaviours that strengthen social capital and sustain engagement.

Contribution/value-add: This study provides empirical evidence from a South African multinational context demonstrating the differential predictive capacity of performance dimensions on engagement, highlighting contextual performance as central to fostering engaged workforces.
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Introduction

In an increasingly dynamic and competitive global economy, employee engagement has emerged as a critical determinant of organisational success (Deepalakshmi et al., 2024). Within this pursuit, two constructs have garnered significant scholarly and practitioner attention: individual work performance and work engagement. The relationship between these constructs has traditionally been conceptualised with engagement as an antecedent to performance (Alam et al., 2023; Rana et al., 2019; Saks, 2019). Work engagement and individual work performance represent critical constructs in contemporary organisational psychology, with substantial implications for employee well-being (Aubouin-Bonnaventure et al., 2024; Taris & Schaufeli, 2018) and organisational effectiveness (Bankins et al., 2024; Schaufeli, 2021). Within the South African context, the study of work engagement has received significant attention (Dhanpat & Mkhwanazi, 2023; Geldenhuys et al., 2014; Munnisunker & Dhanpat, 2025; Patience et al., 2020). Work engagement, characterised by vigour, dedication and absorption in one’s work (Bakker, 2022), has become a central focus for organisations seeking to optimise human capital (Zeglat & Janbeik, 2019). It is also linked to a range of positive outcomes including psychological empowerment (Dhanpat & Mkhwanazi, 2023), reduced turnover (Memon et al., 2021) and improved well-being (Huang et al., 2022; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Concurrently, individual work performance is a multidimensional construct, primarily delineated into task performance as the proficiency in executing core technical tasks and contextual performance the voluntary, interpersonally oriented behaviours that support the organisational (Platania et al., 2023). Simultaneously, individual work performance, encompassing both task performance and contextual performance dimensions, remains a fundamental concern for organisations operating in increasingly competitive global markets (Mihalca et al., 2024).

While considerable research has examined work engagement as an antecedent to performance outcomes (Bakker & De Vries, 2021), relatively limited attention has been devoted to investigating the reverse relationship. Specifically, the extent to which individual performance dimensions may function as drivers or predictors of work engagement remains inadequately explored (Chen & Chen, 2023). This gap is particularly pronounced within African organisational contexts, where unique socio-economic conditions may influence the dynamics between performance and engagement (Botha & Mostert, 2014).

This study addresses this gap by empirically examining the relationships between task performance, contextual performance and work engagement within a South African multinational organisation. By investigating performance as a potential predictor of engagement, this research contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the reciprocal mechanisms through which these constructs interact in contemporary workplaces.

Background and problem statement

The prevailing narrative in organisational psychology positions work engagement as a key predictor of employee performance (Bakker et al., 2008). Grounded in the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model, this perspective posits that engaged employees, brimming with energy and enthusiasm, invest greater effort into their tasks and exhibit discretionary, pro-social behaviours (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Substantial empirical evidence demonstrates that engaged employees typically demonstrate higher levels of both task and contextual performance (Akanpaadgi et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2022).

The financial services sector presents a particularly relevant context for examining these dynamics. Characterised by high job demands, stringent regulatory requirements and intensive client-facing pressures, financial services organisations must continuously balance performance expectations with employee well-being. Within South Africa, the sector operates against a backdrop of significant socio-economic inequality, skills shortages and transformation imperatives, all of which place additional demands on employees. For multinational financial services organisations operating locally, these pressures are compounded by the need to meet internationally benchmarked performance standards while retaining and engaging a diverse workforce. Despite this, limited empirical research has examined how individual work performance dimensions relate to work engagement specifically within this sector and context.

A significant empirical gap exists. The South African labour market, characterised by high unemployment, significant inequality and workforce diversity (Botha & Mostert, 2014), provides a critical setting for examining these dynamics. South African organisations increasingly operate within globalised networks, creating multinational environments where employees navigate both local and international workplace norms.

This study addresses the inadequate understanding of whether, and to what extent, task performance and contextual performance serve as predictors of work engagement within South African multinational organisations. Specifically, limited empirical evidence exists regarding whether and how individual work performance dimensions function as engagement antecedents, with the differential effects of task versus contextual performance receiving minimal scholarly attention. This represents a significant limitation, as understanding these differential relationships could inform targeted interventions.

The practical implications are substantial. Organisations invest considerable resources in performance management systems and engagement initiatives, yet without understanding bidirectional interactions between these constructs, such investments may be suboptimally designed. If performance dimensions differentially predict engagement, organisations could strategically emphasise behaviours to maximise engagement outcomes.

It is within this context that this study was conducted, drawing on a sample of employees from a large multinational financial services organisation operating in South Africa. This setting was selected because it represents the intersection of high-performance demands, multinational operational complexity and the uniquely South African socio-economic environment, making it an appropriate and informative context in which to examine the relationship between performance dimensions and work engagement.

The following research questions guided this study: (1) To what extent do task performance and contextual performance predict work engagement among employees in a South African multinational organisation?; (2) What is the relationship among task and contextual performance with work engagement? and (3) Which performance dimension serves as the stronger predictor of work engagement?

In addition, the study aims to provide practical recommendations for performance management and employee engagement strategies in South African multinational workplaces.

Literature review

Individual work performance: Conceptual foundations

Individual work performance represents a multidimensional construct (Koopmans et al., 2013) central to organisational effectiveness and has been conceptualised in various ways throughout the evolution of organisational psychology literature. Contemporary frameworks recognise that employee performance extends beyond the mere execution of prescribed technical tasks to encompass a broader spectrum of behaviours that contribute to organisational functioning (Mihalca et al., 2024; Van der Vaart, 2021). This multidimensional perspective acknowledges that employees contribute value through both formal role requirements and discretionary activities that support the organisational context (Elorza et al., 2016).

The distinction between task performance and contextual performance emerged from seminal work by Borman and Motowidlo (1997), who identified these as fundamentally different yet complementary dimensions of job performance. In early research Motowidlo and Van Scotter (1994) distinguished between task and contextual performance. Task performance refers to the proficiency with which employees execute activities that directly contribute to the organisation’s technical core, those behaviours formally recognised in job descriptions and performance appraisals (Campbell et al., 1990). In contrast, contextual performance encompasses voluntary behaviours that, while not formally required, facilitate organisational effectiveness by maintaining and enhancing the psychological, social and organisational context in which task activities occur (Palenzueal et al., 2019; Van Scotter & Motowidlo, 1996).

Recent empirical investigations have demonstrated that both performance dimensions contribute uniquely to organisational outcomes (Palenzuela et al., 2019; Saidin et al., 2024; Zeglat & Janbeik, 2019), although through different mechanisms. Task performance directly influences productivity metrics and technical outcomes, while contextual performance shapes organisational climate, social capital and adaptability (Hemsworth et al., 2024).

The growing recognition of contextual performance’s importance reflects broader shifts in organisational environments characterised by increased interdependence, technological change and the necessity for collaborative problem-solving (Akanpaadgi et al., 2024).

Contextual performance and organisational citizenship behaviour

Contextual performance shares considerable conceptual overlap with organisational citizenship behaviour (OCB), a construct that has received extensive scholarly attention since its introduction by Organ (1994). The OCB refers to discretionary behaviours that are not explicitly recognised by formal reward systems yet contribute to organisational effectiveness by fostering a supportive social and psychological environment (Ndoja & Malekar, 2020; Podsakoff et al., 2000). Both constructs emphasise voluntary, pro-social activities that transcend formal role requirements, including behaviours such as assisting colleagues, demonstrating initiative, endorsing organisational objectives and exercising conscientiousness (Newton & LePine, 2018).

Despite their conceptual similarities, subtle distinctions exist between contextual performance and OCB.

Contextual performance is typically conceptualised as a component of overall job performance and is increasingly recognised in formal performance evaluation systems (Çalışkan & Köroğlu, 2022), whereas OCB traditionally referred to behaviours considered extra-role and not captured by standard appraisal mechanisms (Ekmekcioglu & Nabawanuka, 2023). Contemporary perspectives suggest these distinctions have diminished as organisations increasingly acknowledge the value of discretionary behaviours and incorporate them into performance management frameworks (Awan et al., 2021).

Empirical research demonstrates that contextual performance and OCB are influenced by similar antecedents, including personality characteristics (particularly conscientiousness and agreeableness) (Nurrohmat, 2022), leadership styles (Widodo, 2021), perceived organisational support (Akhtar et al., 2021) and organisational justice perceptions (Hemsworth et al., 2024). Furthermore, both constructs have been associated with positive organisational outcomes including enhanced team effectiveness, reduced turnover intentions, improved service quality and increased organisational adaptability (Kumari et al., 2021).

Work engagement: Theoretical foundations and conceptualisation

Work engagement represents a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind characterised by three core dimensions: vigour, dedication and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Vigour refers to high levels of energy and mental resilience while working, along with the willingness to invest effort in one’s work even in the face of difficulties. Dedication encompasses strong involvement in work accompanied by feelings of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and challenge. Absorption describes a state of full concentration and deep engrossment in work, wherein time passes quickly and one experiences difficulty detaching oneself from work tasks (Bakker, 2022).

Work engagement differs fundamentally from related constructs such as job satisfaction and organisational commitment (Saks et al., 2022). While job satisfaction reflects an evaluative judgement about one’s job, and organisational commitment represents attachment to the organisation, work engagement captures the active, energetic investment of oneself in work activities (Schaufeli, 2021). Engaged employees do not merely feel satisfied or committed; they actively invest physical, cognitive and emotional resources in their work roles (Huang et al., 2022).

The theoretical foundations of work engagement are rooted primarily in positive organisational psychology and the JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). The JD-R model proposes that work engagement emerges through a motivational process whereby job resources (such as autonomy, social support, performance feedback and learning opportunities) foster engagement by satisfying basic psychological needs and stimulating personal growth (Aubouin-Bonnaventure et al., 2024). These resources are particularly salient in contexts characterised by high job demands, where they buffer against burnout while simultaneously promoting engagement (Taris & Schaufeli, 2018).

Within multinational organisations, work engagement takes on additional complexity, as employees must navigate both local South African workplace norms and internationally standardised organisational practices. This dual navigation may create unique psychological demands that influence how performance experiences translate into engagement (Kundi et al., 2022). Understanding these dynamics is therefore particularly relevant for multinationals operating within the South African context, where local socio-economic conditions intersect with global organisational standards (Van der Straaten et al., 2023).

The relationship between performance and engagement: Traditional perspectives

The relationship between work engagement and performance has been extensively researched (Christian et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2013), with the predominant theoretical and empirical focus positioning engagement as an antecedent to performance outcomes (Saks, 2019). This perspective is firmly grounded in motivational theories and the JD-R model, which posit that engaged employees, characterised by high levels of energy, enthusiasm and immersion in work, naturally invest greater effort and persistence in their tasks, resulting in superior performance (Bakker & De Vries, 2021).

Considerable empirical evidence supports this engagement-to-performance pathway. Meta-analytic research demonstrates that work engagement exhibits significant positive relationships with both task performance and contextual performance across diverse organisational contexts (Alam et al., 2023; Rana et al., 2019). Engaged employees tend to demonstrate greater proficiency in executing core technical tasks, exhibit higher quality output, meet deadlines more consistently and achieve performance standards more reliably (Deepalakshmi et al., 2024). Furthermore, engagement has been linked to increased likelihood of engaging in OCBs, including helping colleagues, volunteering for additional responsibilities and demonstrating initiative in addressing organisational challenges (Akanpaadgi et al., 2024).

The mechanisms through which engagement influences performance are multifaceted. Cognitive explanations suggest that engaged employees experience fewer distractions, maintain better focus and allocate attentional resources more effectively to task-relevant information (Huang et al., 2022). Affective mechanisms propose that the positive emotions associated with engagement broaden thought-action repertoires, enhance creativity and facilitate problem-solving (Bankins et al., 2024). Social mechanisms highlight that engaged employees create positive spirals of engagement within teams through emotional contagion and modelling, thereby amplifying collective performance (Schaufeli, 2021).

Alternative perspectives: Performance as a predictor of engagement

While the dominant research paradigm positions engagement as a driver of performance (Bakker, 2011; Schaufeli, 2013), theoretical frameworks suggest the possibility of reciprocal or reverse relationships wherein performance experiences may influence subsequent engagement levels (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). This alternative perspective draws support from several theoretical traditions, including conservation of resources theory, self-efficacy theory and self-determination theory (SDT).

Conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989) proposes that individuals strive to acquire, maintain and protect valued resources. Successful task performance represents a form of resource gain that can build personal resources such as self-efficacy, professional reputation and mastery experiences. These accumulated resources, in turn, may foster work engagement by enhancing employees’ capacity to meet job demands while maintaining positive affective states (Chen & Chen, 2023). In this framework, performance success creates upward spirals wherein achievement builds resources that facilitate further engagement and subsequent performance gains.

Self-efficacy theory provides another theoretical basis for predicting performance engagement (Bandura, 1997). Successful performance experiences constitute mastery experiences, the most powerful source of self-efficacy beliefs. As employees complete tasks and receive positive feedback regarding their performance, their confidence in their capabilities strengthens. Higher self-efficacy, in turn, predicts greater work engagement as employees feel more capable of meeting challenges and investing effort in demanding activities (Ekmekcioglu & Nabawanuka, 2023).

Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) offers a particularly compelling theoretical rationale for why performance, especially contextual performance, might predict engagement. Self-determination theory proposes that intrinsic motivation and well-being flourish when three fundamental psychological needs are satisfied: autonomy (experiencing volition and psychological freedom), competence (feeling effective in producing desired outcomes) and relatedness (experiencing connection with others). Successful task performance directly satisfies competence needs by demonstrating effectiveness. Contextual performance, characterised by voluntary, self-initiated behaviours, may be particularly potent in satisfying all three needs: autonomy (through volitional choice to engage), competence (through successful execution) and relatedness (through supporting colleagues and strengthening social bonds). The satisfaction of these fundamental needs would be expected to enhance intrinsic motivation and work engagement (Zeglat & Janbeik, 2019).

Despite these compelling theoretical arguments, empirical research explicitly testing performance as a predictor of engagement remains limited. Some longitudinal studies suggest bidirectional relationships, wherein engagement and performance mutually reinforce each other over time (Bakker & De Vries, 2021). However, research specifically examining whether and how different dimensions of individual work performance differentially predict work engagement is scarce, representing a significant gap in the literature (Chen & Chen, 2023).

The literature review reveals several critical gaps that justify the present research. Firstly, while considerable research positions engagement as an antecedent to performance, the reverse relationship, performance predicting engagement, has received insufficient empirical attention. Theoretical frameworks suggest plausible mechanisms through which successful performance could enhance engagement, yet few studies have explicitly tested this pathway (Chen & Chen, 2023).

Secondly, research examining the differential effects of task versus contextual performance on work engagement is particularly scarce. Given the distinct nature of these performance dimensions, task performance reflecting prescribed technical proficiency versus contextual performance encompassing voluntary, pro-social behaviours, they may relate to engagement through different psychological mechanisms and with varying strength.

Understanding these differential relationships could inform more targeted interventions to enhance employee engagement (Ekmekcioglu & Nabawanuka, 2023).

Thirdly, the African organisational context, and specifically the South African workplace environment, remains underrepresented in the engagement and performance literature. The unique socio-economic conditions, cultural values and historical factors that characterise South African organisations may influence performance engagement dynamics in ways not captured by research conducted in Western contexts (Botha & Mostert, 2014).

Research addressing this geographical gap is essential for developing contextually relevant theory and practice.

This study addresses these gaps by investigating the extent to which task performance and contextual performance predict work engagement among employees in a South African multinational organisation, and whether these performance dimensions demonstrate differential predictive power. By examining performance as a potential driver of engagement rather than merely a consequence, this research contributes to a more nuanced, bidirectional understanding of how these critical constructs interact in contemporary workplaces.

Research design

Research method

Research approach and philosophy

A quantitative research approach was followed to examine the relationships between task performance, contextual performance and work engagement. A cross-sectional survey design was implemented, enabling the collection of data from a substantial sample at a single time point to measure the variables of interest and analyse their interrelationships (Saunders et al., 2019). The research was guided by a post-positivist philosophy, which acknowledges that while an objective reality exists, it can only be imperfectly understood because of researchers’ inherent biases and limitations (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This paradigm emphasises rigorous, structured methodologies, including standardised measurement instruments and statistical analyses, to approximate reality and test hypotheses as objectively as possible.

Research participants and sampling

The target population consisted of employees from a large financial services organisation operating in South Africa. Access to the organisation was facilitated through its Human Resources department, which supported the research initiative, and acted as a gatekeeper. A non-probability convenience sampling technique was employed, which was deemed appropriate for this exploratory study as it allowed for efficient and cost-effective data collection from readily accessible and willing participants (Etikan et al., 2016). The final sample comprised N = 420 employees from various divisions and hierarchical levels within the organisation. Demographic data were collected and outlined in Table 1.
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The sample consisted of 420 participants. The majority were male (67.6%), with females comprising 32.1% and a small fraction identifying as non-binary (0.2%). Most participants were aged between 30 years and 39 years (46.0%), followed by 40 years – 49 years (24.5%), 20 years – 29 years (23.1%) and 50 years – 59 years (6.0%). Tenure was most commonly between 6 years and 10 years (28.6%), followed by 11 years – 15 years (20.0%) and 1 years – 5 years (16.7%). In terms of job level, over half were at the intermediate/experienced level (51.4%), with 22.1% at entry level and smaller proportions in various management tiers.

Measuring instruments

Data were collected via an electronic survey platform, with participants completing the questionnaire online. Electronic informed consent was obtained prior to questionnaire completion. Data were collected using a self-administered online questionnaire featuring two established scales: the Individual Work Performance Questionnaire (IWPQ) (Koopmans et al., 2013) and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).

Task and Contextual Performance were measured using the 13-item IWPQ developed by Koopmans et al. (2013). The instrument contains two subscales: Task Performance (8 items): Assesses core technical proficiency and execution of prescribed role tasks (e.g. ‘I managed to plan my work so that it was done on time’). Respondents rated items on a 7-point frequency scale from Contextual Performance (5 items): Measures of voluntary, interpersonally oriented behaviours that support the organisational environment (e.g. ‘I took on extra responsibilities’). The same 7-point frequency scale was used. Previous studies established suitable reliability scores, suggesting internal consistency for task performance and contextual performance at 0.85 (Van der Vaart, 2021).

Work Engagement was measured using the 9-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). The scale captures three dimensions vigour (3 items), dedication (3 items) and absorption (3 items) and were combined into a total engagement score (e.g. ‘At my work, I feel bursting with energy’). Responses were recorded on a 7-point frequency scale from 0 (Never) to 6 (Always). Previous studies have established acceptable reliability scores and Dhanpat and Munnisunker (2025) yielded and alpha of 0.92

Data analysis

Data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 28, IBM Corp., 2021, [Computer software]) following a comprehensive analytical protocol.

Descriptive statistics including means, standard deviations (s.d.), skewness and kurtosis were computed for all composite variables. Normality assumptions were evaluated using established thresholds: absolute values for skewness > 3.0 and kurtosis > 8.0 indicated substantial non-normality (Kline, 2015). Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, with coefficients ≥ 0.70 considered acceptable (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). Separate exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) using Principal Axis Factoring with Promax rotation were conducted for the Task Performance Scale and the Contextual Performance Scale independently, to verify the distinct factor structure of each instrument. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy (> 0.60 acceptable, > 0.80 meritorious) and Bartlett’s test of sphericity (p < 0.001) confirmed factorability (Field, 2018). Factors with eigenvalues > 1.0 were retained (Kaiser criterion), and items with primary loadings ≥ 0.40 and cross-loadings < 0.30 were considered for inclusion (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2019). Pearson product-moment correlations were computed to examine bivariate relationships between variables. Effect sizes were interpreted using Cohen’s (1988) guidelines: r = 0.10 (small), 0.30 (medium) and 0.50 (large). A standard multiple regression analysis was performed to test the predictive power of task and contextual performance on work engagement. Assumptions of linearity, homoscedasticity, independence of residuals and absence of multicollinearity were thoroughly examined. Multicollinearity was assessed using variance inflation factors (VIF < 5.0 acceptable, < 10.0 indicating serious multicollinearity) and tolerance values (> 0.20 acceptable; Field, 2018). The statistical significance threshold was set at α = 0.05 for all analyses.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Department of Industrial Psychology and People Management Research Ethics Committee of the University of Johannesburg (Reference Number: IPPM 2024-885 [D]). Participation was voluntary and informed consent was obtained electronically from all participants. Anonymity and confidentiality were maintained throughout the research process, with data stored on password-protected servers accessible only to the research team. While no personally identifying information was elicited from participants, confidentiality measures were implemented to ensure that individual responses could not be linked to specific employees within the organisation, thereby encouraging honest and candid responses. Participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any stage without penalty.

Results

Descriptive statistics and scale reliability

Descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients for the study variables are presented in Table 2. Mean scores were relatively high across all constructs, with work engagement showing the highest mean score (M = 39.11, s.d. = 9.35), followed by contextual performance (M = 31.04, s.d. = 6.34) and task performance (M = 21.17, s.d. = 3.50). Work engagement the largest standard deviation (s.d. = 9.35), indicated considerable variability in engagement levels across the sample. This dispersion may reflect meaningful differences in engagement across divisions, job levels or tenure groups, and warrants further investigation in future research. Assessment of data normality revealed that all variables met acceptable distributional assumptions. Specifically, absolute skewness values ranged from 0.65 to 1.00, and kurtosis values ranged from 0.03 to 0.60, all falling well below the recommended thresholds of 2 and 7, respectively (Kline, 2015). This indicates that the data did not substantially deviate from normal distribution, supporting the appropriateness of subsequent parametric analyses. Internal consistency reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. Excellent reliability for work engagement and good reliability for task and contextual performance with alpha values ranging from 0.85 to 0.92, substantially exceeding the conventional threshold of 0.70 (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). Work engagement exhibited the highest reliability (α = 0.92), while both task performance (α = 0.86) and contextual performance (α = 0.85) also demonstrated strong internal consistency. Minor differences in sample size reflect occasional missing responses on specific scale items.
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These findings provide robust evidence for the psychometric adequacy of the measurement instruments employed in this study.

Correlational analysis

Pearson correlation analyses were conducted to examine the bivariate relationships between contextual and task performance and work engagement. As presented in Table 3, the correlation matrix revealed significant positive associations among all measured constructs.
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Both task and contextual performance demonstrated significant positive correlations with work engagement. Task performance showed a moderate relationship with work engagement (r = 0.42, p < 0.001), while contextual performance demonstrated a substantially stronger association (r = 0.53, p < 0.001), representing medium and large effects, respectively, according to Cohen’s (1988) conventions. These findings suggest that contextual performance behaviours have a particularly strong relationship with work engagement. A correlation of 0.55 indicates shared variance of about 30% (r2 = 0.30), meaning the constructs are related but still distinct.

Exploratory factor analysis of performance dimensions

An EFA using principal axis factoring with a Promax (oblique) rotation was conducted on the 13 performance items. The KMO measure of sampling adequacy was 0.90, exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.60, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2 [78] = 2471.47, p < 0.001), confirming the factorability of the data. The analysis revealed a clear two-factor solution (accounting for 50.23% of the variance), with all items loading strongly (> 0.45) on their expected factors (task and contextual performance), thus confirming the distinctiveness of the two dimensions.

An EFA using principal axis factoring with a Proimax (oblique) rotation was conducted on the nine work engagement items. The KMO measure of sampling adequacy was 0.923, exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.60, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2 [36] = 2370.536, p < 0.001), confirming the factorability of the data. The analysis revealed a clear one-factor solution (accounting for 56.597% of the variance), with all items loading strongly (> 0.70) on a single factor, thus confirming the unidimensionality of the work engagement construct.

Multiple regression analysis

A standard multiple regression was performed, as presented in Table 4, to assess the unique contribution of task and contextual performance in predicting work engagement. Preliminary analyses confirmed no violation of the assumptions of normality, linearity, homoscedasticity or multicollinearity (all VIFs = 1.44, well below the threshold of 10).
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The regression model was statistically significant, F(2, 413) = 89.50, p < 0.001, accounting for 30.2% (Adj. R2 = 0.30) of the variance in work engagement. This indicates that the model explains a substantial proportion of variance in work engagement. As shown in Table 4, both task performance (β = 0.18, p < 0.001) and contextual performance (β = 0.43, p < 0.001) were significant positive predictors of work engagement. The standardised coefficients indicate that contextual performance was a stronger unique predictor than task performance.

Discussion

The study investigated the relationships between two distinct performance dimensions and work engagement within the South African organisational context. The findings provide evidence for the interconnected nature of these constructs and offer valuable insights into performance-related mechanisms in contemporary South African workplaces.

The strong correlation observed between the two performance dimensions themselves suggests that employees who report higher levels of task performance also tend to report higher levels of contextual performance. This finding challenges a compartmentalised view of job performance and instead supports a more holistic perspective where in-role and extra-role behaviours are interrelated components of overall effectiveness (Mihalca et al., 2024). This synergy implies that effective performance management systems should recognise and encourage both dimensions rather than treating them in isolation (Akanpaadgi et al., 2024; Awan et al., 2020)

This finding supports the theoretical propositions employees who exhibit higher levels of discretionary behaviours are more likely to be engaged and benefit the organisation beyond their formal job requirements (Newton & LePine, 2018). The stronger relationship with contextual performance may be attributed to the nature of engagement itself, which encompasses emotional, cognitive and physical investment in work (Huang et al., 2022). Such comprehensive involvement naturally manifests in voluntary behaviours that support colleagues, organisational goals and workplace improvements.

The regression analysis revealed that both performance dimensions significantly predict work engagement. These findings provide support for the possibility of a reciprocal relationship between performance and engagement, as suggested in theoretical models, by Bakker and Demerouti (2008). The JD-R theory suggests that high performance can serve as a personal resource that enhances engagement through feelings of accomplishment and self-efficacy (Bakker & De Vries, 2021; Chen & Chen, 2023). The fact that both performance dimensions emerged as significant unique predictors of work engagement, even after accounting for their shared variance, is a crucial finding. It indicates that excelling in one’s core duties and engaging in voluntary, OCBs each contribute independently to an employee’s level of engagement. The finding that contextual performance was the stronger predictor highlights the importance of the social and relational aspects of work. It suggests that the sense of purpose and connection derived from contributing to the broader organisational environment is a more effective or engagement than the satisfaction derived from task accomplishment alone.

Particularly noteworthy is the stronger predictive power of contextual performance compared to task performance in explaining work engagement. This suggests that contextual behaviours may be more strongly associated with employees’ experience of engagement (Ekmekciogluc & Nabawanuka, 2023; Hemsworth et al., 2024). This finding resonates with SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000), which posits that behaviours driven by intrinsic motivation and personal choice are more likely to enhance psychological well-being and sustained engagement.

From a practical perspective, these findings suggest that South African organisations seeking to enhance employee engagement should not focus exclusively on task performance indicators. Instead, a more holistic approach that recognises and rewards contextual performance behaviours may yield greater returns in terms of sustained employee engagement. This is particularly relevant for multinational organisations operating within South Africa, where human capital effectiveness must be maximised while addressing broader societal needs (Botha & Mostert, 2014).

Implications for practice, human resource and employees

The finding that both dimensions of individual work performance, task and contextual performance, significantly predict work engagement offers several important implications for practice. The finding points to the need to develop holistic performance management systems that value and measure both dimensions of performance equally. Traditional performance management often focusses predominantly on task performance metrics (Pulakos et al., 2019), potentially overlooking the substantial contribution of contextual activities to overall organisational effectiveness. While this observation holds broadly across South African organisations, multinational organisations may already employ more sophisticated, multidimensional performance management frameworks aligned with global best practice. Even so, contextual performance behaviours may remain undervalued relative to quantifiable task outputs, making the present findings equally relevant within multinational environments. As such there is a need for HR to consider integrating 360-degree feedback (Souki et al., 2025) or peer evaluations to capture contextual performance elements (Akanpaadgi et al., 2024) such as collaboration, initiative and support for colleagues. Recruitment and selection processes might emphasise identifying candidates who demonstrate propensity for both performance dimensions.

For line managers and organisational leadership, these results highlight the importance of creating work environments that facilitate both task accomplishment and contextual behaviours (Pazetto et al., 2024; Schaufeli, 2021). This involves providing clear role expectations and resources for task performance while simultaneously fostering a supportive climate that encourages voluntary contributions. Managers should be trained to recognise and reward contextual performance through both formal recognition and informal appreciation, understanding that these behaviours significantly contribute to engagement and organisational success (Kumari et al., 2021).

For employees, this study extends that effectiveness in either dimension of individual work performance contributes meaningfully to their work experience (Zeglat & Janbeik, 2019). Participating in contextual performance, such as assisting colleagues, improving processes and supporting organisational objectives, not only benefits the organisation but may also strengthen employees’ sense of purpose and connection to their work. This understanding may encourage employees to view contextual activities not as optional extras but as integral components of professional effectiveness and personal satisfaction.

Organisations might consider implementing development programmes that build skills in both task execution and contextual behaviours, alongside creating communication channels that highlight examples of outstanding contextual performance. By properly valuing both dimensions of individual work performance, organisations can create more accurate and fair systems for talent management while simultaneously fostering the conditions for sustainable work engagement.

Limitations and recommendations for future research

While this study offers valuable insights, several limitations should be considered when interpreting its findings. The use of a cross-sectional design means data was captured at a single point in time. This effectively provides a view of relationships but cannot establish causality or reveal how these relationships might evolve. Future longitudinal research is necessary to establish the causal directionality and potential reciprocity inherent in the relationship between performance and work engagement. The reliance on convenience sampling from a single organisation limits the generalisability of our results and should be interpreted with caution. Employees in different sectors, smaller organisations or distinct cultural contexts might demonstrate different patterns between performance and engagement. Future research should replicate this study using more robust sampling strategies across multiple organisations and industries to strengthen the external validity of the findings.

Conclusion

This study provides robust empirical evidence for the interconnected relationships between performance dimensions and work engagement within a South African multinational organisational context. The findings highlight the particular importance of contextual performance in predicting and understanding work engagement, suggesting that organisations should adopt holistic approaches to performance management that recognise both task and contextual contributions. These insights contribute to the growing body of research on positive organisational behaviour in African contexts and provide practical guidance for human resource practitioners seeking to enhance employee engagement and organisational effectiveness.
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TABLE 1: Demographic characteristics of participants (V= 420).

Variable Category Frequency %
Gender  Female 135 321
Male 284 67.6
Non-binary 1 02
Age <20 1 02
(years)  20-29 97 231
30-39 193 46.0
40-49 103 245
50-59 29 60
Tenure  1-5 70 16.7
(years) 610 120 286
11-15 8 200
16-20 69 16.4
21-25 38 2.0
26-30 21 50
31-35 13 31
36-40 2 05
41-45 1 02
Job level  Entry level 93 221
Intermediate and/or experienced 216 514
First level management 56 133
Middle management 32 7.6
Senior management 18 43

Executive 1.2
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TABLE 2: Descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients.

Variable N M s.d.  Skewness Kurtosis a

Task performance 417 2117 3.50 -1.00 0.60 0.86
Contextual performance 416 31.04 634 -0.70 0.03 0.85
Work engagement 416 39.11 935 -0.65 0.52 0.92

N, sample size; M, mean; s.d., standard deviation; a, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient.
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TABLE 3: Intercorrelations between study variables.

Variable 1 2
Task performance = -
Contextual performance 0.55% -
Work engagement 0.42% 0.53%

1 <0.001
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TABLE 4: A summary of multiple regression analysis for variables predicting work
engagement.

Predictor B se. f t  pvalue Tolerance VIF
(Constant) 9.20 246 - 3.74 <0.001 - -
Task performance 049 013 018 3.72 <0.001 0.697 1.44

Contextual performance 0.63 0.07 0.43 8.68 <0.001 0.697 1.44

Note: Dependent variable: Work engagement. R = 0.550, R? = 0.302, Adjusted R? = 0.299.
s.e., standard error; VIF, variance inflation factors; B, unstandardized; £, beta.
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