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The goal of this study is to gain an understanding of employee’ attitudes toward
their managers and organizations during early stages of the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020 after businesses transitioned to work from home (WFH).
Ninety-two participants across the U.S. completed an online survey on
personality, job demands (hindrances and challenges), and job resources
(organizational, manager, and technology support and empowerment) and
their impact on engagement, job performance, and intention to leave. Parti-
cipants came from various size organizations, industries, and locations.
Multiple regression shows that the primary predictors of engagement are
conscientiousness, challenge stress, and empowerment (adjusted R2 = .63).
Regression analysis also reveals that hindrance stress and employee engage-
ment are the strongest predictors of intention to leave, providing continued
support for the pivotal role of engagement in retention (adjusted R2 = .49).
Content analysis of the biggest challenges and successes during the transition
toWFH highlights the number of work-focused successes that resulted from the
transition. This study provides insights into working U.S. adult’s attitudes

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
t
is
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al

A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le

is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al

us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al

us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

This article was published Online First May 23, 2022.
Corinne Donovan https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3670-0423
There are no known conflicts of interest to disclose.
The author would like to thank colleagues for their review and feedback on the article

including Joshua Wright and Tom DiBlasi. The author would like to thank Rachel Schwartz and
Angela McDermott for their time and expertise on the content analysis of the open response
questions.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Corinne Donovan,
Department of Psychology, St. Joseph’s College, St. Joseph’s University, 155 W. Roe
Boulevard, Patchogue, NY 11772, United States. Email: cdonovan@sjcny.edu

114

Psychology of Leaders and Leadership
© 2022 American Psychological Association 2022, Vol. 25, No. 2, 114–143
ISSN: 2769-6863 https://doi.org/10.1037/mgr0000127

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3670-0423
mailto:cdonovan@sjcny.edu
https://doi.org/10.1037/mgr0000127


toward work during the earliest phase of the COVID-19 pandemic and the drastic
transition to WFH. Compared with prior research on employee engagement, a
slightly different pattern of predictors emerged suggesting that during a time of
crisis employees were focused on the most critical work; for many, it was
challenging but meaningful. They are most motivated when they are empowered
to make decisions and get their work done when and how they can.

Keywords: employee engagement, COVID-19, retention, employee attitudes, empowerment

The COVID-19 global pandemic has caused unprecedented changes in
how and where employees work. In many organizations prior to 2020, working
remotely was a privilege that employees earned through performance and
engendering trust (Allen et al., 2015; Makarius & Larson, 2017). Prior to 2020,
many corporations reduced or eliminated the work from home (WFH) option
(Sander, 2019). In 2013, Marissa Mayer (then Chief Executive Officer [CEO]
of Yahoo) famously recalled remote employees back to the office, and others
followed her lead, including Bank of America and IBM (Sander, 2019). The
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reported that less than 25% of the
workforce worked from home prior to COVID-19 (BLS U.S., 2020). In an
analysis of the American Community Service data set, 5 million employees, or
less than 4% of the U.S. employee workforce, worked from home 50% or more
of their time (Global Workforce Analytics, 2020). During June 2020, shortly
after COVID-19 was declared a pandemic, stay-at-home orders were issued
and the number of employeesWFH swelled to between 35 and 42% of the U.S.
labor force, accounting for more than two-thirds of the economic activity in the
U.S. (Bloom, 2020; Brynjolfsson et al., 2020). The dramatic and immediate
transition during COVID-19 meant that employers had no time to select those
who were allowed to WFH. This may have caused managers, instinctively, to
over monitor employees, leading employees to feel distrusted, less empowered,
and disengaged from work.

The challenges to the new reality of working in a virtual environment are
many. Issues include social isolation, communication challenges, maintaining
motivation and focus, and lack of access to resources and information (Allen
et al., 2015; Makarius & Larson, 2017). These challenges are well established but
were only experienced by thosewhoworked remotely full or part time (Allen et al.,
2015). Today, there are a much greater percentage of employees confronting these
challenges and managers who need to support, lead, and continue to engage
employees in a remote environment. The goal of the present study is to examine
employee attitudes toward work and their organizations shortly after the abrupt
transition to WFH in response to the global pandemic during June of 2020.
We explore how organizations and managers supported their employees through
this transition, how employees completed their work and examine if employee
engagement remained possible when experiencing such an abrupt change to work.
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More than 20 years of research supports the robust relationship between
employee engagement, job performance, and other important organizational
outcomes such as customer loyalty and satisfaction, employee productivity,
and financial profits (Harter et al., 2002; Heskett et al., 2008). Regardless of
which employee engagement model is used, consistent evidence shows that
characteristics of work and of employees predict employee engagement, which
impacts employee, team, and organizational performance (Albrecht et al.,
2015; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Harter et al., 2002; Macey & Schneider,
2008). The strength of these collective relationships has motivated organiza-
tions to focus on employee engagement and employee attitudes as a measure of
well-being and provides feedback to leaders about employee concerns and
needs (Di Fabio, 2017; Gong et al., 2020; Judge et al., 2017; Warr, 2007).
Harter (2020) reported a 20 year high in U.S. employee engagement of 38% in
March 2020 followed by a sharp drop to 31% by June 2020 based on Gallup
data. We believe that measuring engagement along with manager and
organizational support will help us determine if employees remained
motivated (as assessed through engagement) and what might support
that engagement during a time of crisis.

Employee Engagement Linked to Better Performance and Stronger
Organizational Citizenship

Encouraged by the positive connection to employee and business out-
comes, organizations have focused on employee engagement for more than
20 years (Albrecht et al., 2015; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Harter et al., 2002;
Macey & Schneider, 2008). Kahn (1990) defined employee engagement as the
motivation to engage physically, mentally, and emotionally with work. The
foundation of engagement is when individuals are interested in and connected
to the work itself (Christian et al., 2011).

Macey and Schneider (2008) suggest that engagement is conceptually
distinct from other job attitudes such as satisfaction, commitment, and involve-
ment because there is a more significant investment of energy in engagement,
which could be cognitive, physical, or emotional. This was supported through
empirical assessment. A meta-analysis by Christian et al. (2011) showed that
employee engagement explained an additional 19% of the variance of task
performance (performance of primary job duties) and an additional 16% of the
variance of contextual performance (behavior supporting the organizations
socially or psychologically) beyond job satisfaction, organizational commit-
ment, or job involvement. Rich et al. (2010) provided similar results, showing
that Kahn’s three aspects of engagement were related to job involvement, job
satisfaction, intrinsic motivation, and engagement leading to higher task
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performance and organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). However, engage-
ment was the only significant predictor of task and conceptual performance in
the meta-analysis (Christian et al., 2011). These results indicate that engage-
ment, while similar to job satisfaction and job involvement, measures attitudes
that are separate and distinct from these. Furthermore, they suggest that not only
do engaged employees focus on the main tasks of their jobs, but also support the
organization in other ways such as being helpful, courteous, and involved in
social matters, which create a supportive organizational culture.

This evidence suggests monitoring employee engagement will help organiza-
tions retain employees, maintain employee performance, and a positive culture.
This is especially critical during the COVID-19 pandemic, a time when organiza-
tions have been under pressure to remain in business despite severe business
restrictions, disruptions to the supply chain, and individual employee stress. Data
from multiple sources indicate that U.S. adults experienced higher stress levels in
the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, March–May of 2020. According to a
survey by the American Psychological Association (APA, 2020), 78% of U.S.
adults reported the pandemic is a significant source of stress. In a survey of life
satisfaction of U.S. adults conducted in April 2020, Witters and Harter (2020)
reported the lowest levels of life satisfaction since the recession of 2008 based on
Gallup polling. At the same time, however, Gallup reported a bimodal distribution
for employee engagement, with 38% of U.S. workers engaged, as of May 2020,
notably, the highest level since the organization started tracking data in 2000
(Harter, 2020). Simultaneously 13% of employees reported they were actively
disengaged, defined as being miserable or unhappy at work, and who share their
misery with others. At the early stage of the pandemic, in April of 2020, the U.S.
unemployment rate reached 14.8%, but slowly began to recover. The unemploy-
ment rate dropped to 6.7% byDecember 2020, and 4.6% as of October 2021 (BLS
US, 2021). However, there has also been a large increase in job resignations in
2021, with the highest reported rate formidcareer employees (30–45), who have an
average increase in resignations of 20%or greater from 2020 to 2021 (Cook, 2021;
Hsu, 2021). Perhaps some of the disengaged employees have subsequently left
their jobs in this resignation shift. This study, therefore, is focused on examining
employee engagement and known predictors of engagement to help explore how
employees feel during this unprecedented situation. Using a well-established
framework of employee engagement amid a crisis allows a comparison to prior
research to help understand employee motivation amid a crisis.

Personal Attributes and Work Characteristics Connect to Engagement

Just as important as understanding the unique connection between engage-
ment and performance, theoretical and empirical work has a solid foundation to

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
t
is
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al

A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le

is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al

us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al

us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT AMID A CRISIS 117



determine what factors lead to engagement. Kahn (1990) described job engage-
ment as a multifaceted motivational concept involving physical, emotional, and
cognitive effort toward work. To achieve this motivation, Kahn suggested three
psychological aspects have a direct impact on engagement including meaningful-
ness, psychological safety, and psychological availability. Meaningfulness is
determined through an assessment of the overall purpose of an organization
and the employee’s role in it. Psychological safety includes perceptions of the
social system in the organization including support to employees. Safety allows
employees to commit themselves to the work without fear of negative conse-
quences and is often realized through interactions and relationships with
supervisors and colleagues. The third aspect, psychological availability, reflects
self-evaluation of confidence, ability, personality, and readiness to do the job.

Christian et al. (2011) summarized over 200 articles on engagement and
defined antecedents of engagement, including job characteristics, leadership,
and personal dispositions, largely based on job characteristics theory
(Hackman & Oldham, 1976) and the job demands–resources theory (JD-R;
Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Job characteristics theory proposed that features
of work facilitate motivation, and the JD-R builds on this, suggesting that a
combination of job characteristics and personal resources predict engagement
and job performance. The JD-R focuses on how individuals use personal and
job resources to overcome and address job demands to achieve work goals. Job
demands and job resources include physical, psychological, social, and
organizational aspects of work, consistent with Kahn (1990) notion of engage-
ment, such that individuals must have a positive self-evaluation to be able to
handle the tasks of the job, be interested in the work in a meaningful way, and
then be supported by the organization, manager, and colleagues to create the
psychological safety often needed to make difficult decisions or direct behav-
ior. Research suggests that employees who have more job resources can handle
the demands of the job better (Albrecht et al., 2015; Bakker & Demerouti,
2017). In the following sections, we examine several types of job resources that
support employees in their work, which we expect to be critical in a crisis
period as experienced in the transition to WFH.

Supporting Employees in the Transition to WFH Through Transparency,
Trust and Empowerment as Specific Types of Job Resources

Trust Through Organizational Support and Transparency

Historically, business leaders’ primary concern about employees who
WFH has been the quality and quantity of their work (Greenbaum, 2019;
Sander, 2019). Managers frequently evaluate employees’ contributions,
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whether merited or not, based on how often they see employees, how busy they
look, and hours worked. Without these visual cues, managers have difficultly
evaluating the quality and quantity of work (Greenbaum, 2019). Managers who
trust their employees to seek help when needed have more positive employee
outcomes than managers who lack trust in their employees. Effective WFH
arrangements consistently report strong levels of trust between managers and
remote employees (Allen et al., 2015; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Makarius &
Larson, 2017). Makarius and Larson reported that remote employees build
trust early on by providing consistent results, active participation, and
prompt responses. Meta-analysis showed a positive relationship between
telecommuters and their supervisor, regardless of the frequency of remote
work (Gajendran & Harrison, 2007).

Additionally, research consistently shows that trust for managers and from
managers leads to more positive employee attitudes such as job satisfaction
(which is one aspect of engagement) and organizational commitment and more
positive outcomes such as task performance and citizenship behavior, as well
as less counterproductive behavior and intention to leave (Brower et al., 2009;
Colquitt et al., 2012, Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). Trust is a foundational element in
effective work relationships and functions in two ways: to enhance the social
exchange or reciprocity employees feel toward managers and to reduce
uncertainty at work (Colquitt et al., 2012; van den Bos, 2001). In a study
of hospital employees, Colquitt et al. (2012) found that both affect-based trust
(we care about you) and cognition-based trust (belief in the competence of the
other) increased job performance through a commitment/exchange mechanism
as well as by reducing uncertainty.

Cognitive-based trust establishes reliability through consistency and
transparency of communications, a sense of we are here for you and provides
employees confidence when thinking about the future. During the COVID-19
pandemic and ensuing shutdown, there has been a tremendous amount of
uncertainty; about the economy, our health, our children and families, as well
as our work (APA, 2020). When organizations and managers provide frequent
communications and clarity of expectations for work, this is one method to
increase certainty at work and foster trust in the organization (Colquitt et al.,
2012; van den Bos, 2001). The present study examines organizational support
through questions related to organizational communication frequency, trans-
parency, and clarity of purpose.

Trust Through Manager Support

Affect-based trust is focused on the relationship between employee and
manager (Cropanzano &Mitchell, 2005; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). This is heavily
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influenced by social exchange theory (Blau, 1964; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959),
such that individuals feel obliged to reciprocate to others when receiving goods
or services. In the employment context, this interaction manifests through
continued and expanding mutual investments in the relationship between the
manager and employee and vice versa. McAllister (1995) provided evidence of
the importance of emotional support in relationships at work and suggested that
managers develop emotional support through mutual sharing of ideas, work-
related challenges, and a sense of caring. With these dynamics established,
employees and managers may trust each other more and show increased
commitment to each other (Colquitt et al., 2012; Cropanzano & Mitchell,
2005). Brower et al. (2009) found that when managers and employees trust
each other, this leads to higher levels of employee performance, OCB, and less
intention to quit. When the manager did not trust the employee, there was no
impact on OCB. However, when the manager trusted the subordinate, it led to
greater discretion in the subordinates’ work and resources from the manager
and therefore, higher individual-directed OCB behavior. The present study
examines manager support through questions about trust, role expectations,
and understanding.

Trust Is Manifested Through Empowerment

When managers trust their employees, they are more likely to empower
them, literally to give power to employees. It is another form of social
exchange where the manager (presumably with greater discretion or power)
enables employees to do their job, not simply delegating to them (Conger &
Kanungo, 1988). Conger and Kanungo (1988) emphasized the motivational
aspect of empowerment which enables employees to do their work better, not
just through delegation but based on employee capability. When managers
remove barriers and boundaries, allowing employees more freedom in their
tasks, decisions, and processes, it increases the employees’ belief in her own
ability to do her job effectively. In this sense, empowerment strengthens
motivation because it enhances work-related self-efficacy, developing a sense
of mastery in their performance and can-do attitude. Mone and London
(2010) provided evidence that empowering behaviors had a direct impact on
employee engagement, such as providing control over the quality of work,
providing resources and decision-making authority, encouraging improve-
ment to work processes, and listening to and acting on needs and concerns.
We believe that when managers not only support their employees but
empower them during this time of uncertainty in the transition to WFH,
this will sustain employee motivation and engagement in their work. There-
fore, empowerment is the behavioral manifestation of trust which can build
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strong relationships between manager and employee. Empowerment is
explored in relation to employee engagement in the present study.

Engagement and Personal Resources

Personal dispositions of conscientiousness and positive affect, along
with task variety and significance were significant predictors of engagement
(Albrecht et al., 2015; Christian et al., 2011; Mone & London, 2010). The
relationship between employee conscientiousness and job performance has
been well established (Viswesvaran et al., 2005), and there is also a positive
relationship documented between conscientiousness and employee engage-
ment (Christian et al., 2011; Inceoglu & Warr, 2011). Those who have a
stronger sense of responsibility are more likely to be connected to their work
and responsibilities. In addition, those who have a positive affect overall are
more motivated in their job, have greater enthusiasm, and therefore commit
more of their energy to their work (Christian et al., 2011; Inceoglu & Warr,
2011; Macey & Schneider, 2008). These two aspects of personal dispositions
are measured in this study to determine if these traits remain connected to
engagement in a stressful environment such as that experienced during the
transition to WFH early in the COVID-19 pandemic.

COVID-19 Pandemic and Job Demands

One impact of the global pandemic is a general increase in fear and anxiety
across the U.S. APA has called it a national health crisis in October of 2020
after reviewing the results of their annual survey; 78% of U.S. adults reported
the pandemic as a significant source of stress (APA, 2020). Multiple stressors
were reported, including uncertainty of the future, needing more emotional
support and disruption of work and education (APA, 2020). The stress of job
stability increased to 56% in 2020 compared with 50% in 2019 (APA, 2020).
Nearly 70% reported their job was negatively impacted by the pandemic. Issues
related to work include reduced hours, balancing household responsibilities
and work, being laid off, or decreased productivity.

How employees interpret their stress at work impacts their emotions and
attitudes, and therefore their motivation toward work (LePine et al., 2005; May
et al., 2004). Cavanaugh et al. (2000) defined two types of work stress for
components of work that provide positive feelings when they are challenging
yet rewarding (challenge stress) and components of the job that are perceived as
hassles or annoyances (hindrance stress). These categories are influenced by
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stress and coping research, which established that everyday hassles are
negatively evaluated when they annoy or make people upset or angry; events
that are positively evaluated make people feel good or satisfied (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984). Hindrance stress at work is induced when politics are
involved more than performance when job expectations are unclear when
there is considerable red tape, perceived lack of job security, and when one’s
career seems stalled. Challenge stress occurs based on the volume of work, the
amount of work, time pressure, considerable job responsibility, and the number
of projects or assignments at work. Cavanaugh et al. (2000) found that
hindrance stress was negatively related to job satisfaction and positively
related to job search activities, and challenge stress was positively related
to job satisfaction and negatively related to job search activities. Such stressors
were interpreted in similar ways regardless of employee level, such that
hindrances were negatively rated while challenges were positively rated
(Boswell et al., 2004; Cavanaugh et al., 2000; LePine et al., 2005).

In a meta-analysis Crawford et al. (2010) provided evidence that challenge
demands were positively related to engagement while hindrance demands were
negatively related to engagement. This work helped to distinguish among a
broad interpretation of job demands and how they impact engagement by
parsing these demands into aspects of work that are perceived as either
hindrances or challenges and therefore impact employee’s emotional response,
which impacts behavior. We, therefore, believe that measuring challenge and
hindrance stress as two specific types of job demands will provide additional
understanding of how employees are reacting to the transition to WHF
arrangements during the COVID-19 pandemic.

In the Transition to WFH: How to Ensure Employees Have the
Technology They Need?

In June of 2020, 94% of business leaders reported that technology
problems impacted business and employees in the transition to remote work
(Zielinski, 2020). The most frequent problems included disconnection from
corporate networks, slow file downloads, poor quality of video, and long
response times (Zielinski, 2020). Furthermore, with the use of new and
different technology solutions for work, employees need support to learn
new tools and set guidelines on usage. Historically, one positive aspect of
telecommuting related to job satisfaction included technology support (Baker
et al., 2007). In their review of virtual work, Makarius and Larson (2017)
discussed the importance of using technology to facilitate interactions, reduce
time zone limitations, and eliminate outdated technology. Therefore, we
included questions about technology support since this was a critical challenge
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identified for employees in the transition, and when done well, it has been
shown to support WFH interactions.

Employee Engagement in a Context of High Stress and Uncertainty

In sum, over 20 years of research provides evidence that employee
engagement is a critical factor for business success (Christian et al., 2011;
Harter et al., 2002; Mone & London, 2010). We know that job features,
including resources and demands, as well as personal resources (disposi-
tions), have an impact on employee engagement and that engagement is
related to job performance and organizational effectiveness (Christian
et al., 2011; Harter et al., 2002; Mone & London, 2010; Rich et al., 2010).
We also know that trust has been a critical part of success for individuals
who WFH (Allen et al., 2015; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Makarius &
Larson, 2017) and is also related to job performance and employee
engagement (Brower et al., 2009; Colquitt et al., 2012). Furthermore,
employee trust in employers can be fostered through empowerment
(Brower et al., 2009).

However, we do not know how employee engagement and job char-
acteristics will be affected during a major health and economic crisis such as
the COVID-19 pandemic. Recent reviews of employee engagement
research have suggested more research on engagement during different
events or situations (Albrecht et al., 2015; Bakker & Albrecht, 2018; Judge
et al., 2017). There is broad and consistent recognition that the economic
and business context has an impact on employee behavior (Carsten &
Spector, 1987; Judge et al., 2017). Based on the results of a meta-analysis,
Carsten and Spector (1987) found that employees tend to leave organiza-
tions more frequently during times of economic prosperity than during
times of economic hardship. The COVID-19 pandemic was a unique
situation across the world, creating disruptions in normal business pro-
cesses, and interactions and great uncertainty for individuals and organiza-
tions alike. This study adds to the research on employee engagement
through the contextual element of collecting data in the immediate after-
math of global stay-at-home orders.

The present study uses an overarching model of employee engagement
(Albrecht et al., 2015; Christian et al., 2011; Macey & Schneider, 2008) to
examine employee attitudes toward their organization. We did not explore the
facets of the job itself, including task variety or task significance, as presum-
ably, they remained unchanged.

Specifically, this research examines the impact of personal resources
(personal dispositions), job demands (challenge and hindrance stress), and
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job resources (organizational support, manager support, technology support,
and empowerment) on engagement, job performance, and intention to remain
during the early phase of the COVID-19 pandemic, shortly after the major U.S.
businesses transitioned to WFH in June of 2020.

The following specific hypotheses are examined.

Personal Resources

Hypothesis 1: Employees’ personal dispositions (conscientiousness and
positive affect) are positively related to engagement and job performance
and negatively related to turnover intentions.

Job Demands

Hypothesis 2a: There is a positive relationship between challenge stress
and engagement.

Hypothesis 2b: There is a positive relationship between challenge stress
and job performance.

Hypothesis 2c: There is a negative relationship between challenge stress
and turnover intentions.

Hypothesis 3a: There is a negative relationship between hindrance stress
and engagement.

Hypothesis 3b: There is a negative relationship between hindrance stress
and job performance.

Hypothesis 3c: There is a positive relationship between hindrance stress
and turnover intentions.

Job Resources

Hypothesis 4: Employees who report better manager support, better
organizational support, better technology support, andmore empowerment
are more engaged in work, have better job performance, and less intention
to leave.
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Predicting Job Outcomes

Hypothesis 5: Personal resources, job demands, and job resources predict
engagement.

Hypothesis 6: Personal resources, job demands, job resources, and engage-
ment predict job performance as well as intention to leave.

Method

Design

The present study uses a mixed-methods design using both quantitative and
qualitative analysis of online survey results, conducted late May to mid-June
2020. Participants were asked about their attitudes toward work, their managers,
and different aspects of work. Predictor variables include personal resources, job
demands, and job resources, and outcome variables include employee engage-
ment, performance, and intent to remain. The survey was conducted through
SurveyMonkey, after being reviewed and approved by institutional Institutional
Research Board (IRB). The sample was collected via social media (Facebook
and LinkedIn) and described as a study about attitudes toward work.

Participants

Participants include 93 white-collar employees working full or part-time
more than 26 hr/week. One participant was dropped due to partial responses
(less than 30% of the survey completed), yielding 92 usable surveys. Parti-
cipants were recruited from various industries (Table 1). Respondents were
61% female, and ages ranged from 18 to over 65.

Materials

Participants completed the following measures. All questions used a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) unless otherwise noted.

Job Stress

Job stress was measured using the Cavanaugh et al. (2000) challenge and
hindrance stress scales. Challenge stress, components of work that provide
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positive feelings when they are challenging yet rewarding, is assessed with six
items; hindrance stress, components of the job that are perceived as hassles or
annoyances with five items. Participants rated the degree to which each item
causes them stress; responses are on a 5-point scale (1 = no stress at all to 5 = a
great deal of stress); α= .89 for challenge stress and α= .76 for hindrance stress.

Personal Resources

Conscientiousness and positive affect (extraversion) were the two aspects
of personal dispositions measured using the International Personality Item Pool
(IPIP) scales; each has 10 items (Goldberg, 1992, 1999). Internal reliability is
strong, (α = .85) for conscientiousness and (α = .91) for extraversion. Personal
dispositions of conscientiousness and positive affect were significant predictors
of engagement in the Christian et al. (2011) meta-analysis; therefore, we focus
on these two aspects of personal dispositions in the present study.

Job Resources

Four aspects of job resources are assessed: Organizational support,
manager support, technology support, and empowerment.

Organizational, Manager, and Technology Support. Support to employ-
ees is measured in three ways, with questions about the organizational,
manager, and technology support. Questions are based on measures used
by Mone and London (2010). However, several questions were added that
directly measure aspects of organizational, manager and technology support
during the COVID-19 crisis and transition to WFH.

Organizational Support is measured with four questions. Two are from
Mone and London (2010), related to company communications helping employ-
ees understand the company’s strategy, vision, and direction and that leaders act
with the best interest of employees in mind. Two questions were combined with
this, based on Mone and London’s model of predicted relationships between
performance management activities and engagement. The two questions added
are as follows: My company provided clear communications about their plans
for work as stay-at-home orders were issued, and My company communicated
frequently about the overall health of the company. Both questions are directed
at the company as the target of the question and are consistent with “building a
climate of trust” with employees through clear communications.

Manager support is measured with three questions. The first is directly from
Mone and London (2010): My manager is someone I can trust. The two
additional questions were modified from questions used by Mone and London,
but modified for the current crisis:My manager provided clear communications
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about expectations for my job during this time, and My manager has been
understanding about other demands on my time during the crisis.

Technology support is measured by three questions pertaining to meeting
hardware and software needs as well as training to learn any new software or
technology tools. These questions were developed specifically to measure and
reflect needs that developed as employees transitioned to WFH during the
COVID-19 mandatory stay-at-home orders.

Four subject matter experts reviewed the item’s wording independently,
including one technology executive, and revised for clarity, showing strong
face validity. In addition, a principal component analysis confirmed three
factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, χ2(18) = 33.24, p < .05. Reliability
across these three scales are strong, α = .84, α = .83, α = .72. indicating strong
internal consistency.

Empowerment. This is assessed with seven questions from Mone and
London (2010); respondents indicated their level of agreement for each
statement about control over work, decision-making authority, ways to im-
prove work processes, valuing ideas and opinions, being able to challenge how
things are done, able to get the information needed and have resources needed
to do job; α = .86.

Outcome Variables

Engagement. The present study uses the 10-item scale developed by
Mone and London (2010) to assess employee purpose and energy based on
personal initiative, effort, persistence, adaptability, and meaningfulness in
work; α = .89.

Turnover Intentions. This is assessed with two items validated by
Spencer et al. (1983), I often think about quitting this organization, and
I intend to search for a position with another employer within the next
year α = .91, for the items combined.

Job Performance. Participants rated their own job performance based on
six aspects (and 10 items), originally designed and validated by Viswesvaran et
al. (2005), including the quality of work, administrative and communication
competence, productivity, job knowledge, and overall effectiveness. The ten
items represent an overall measure of job performance; α = .84.

Challenges and Success

In addition to the attitude and opinion questions with Likert scales,
participants were asked to complete two open-ended questions about the
transition to WFH. What was the biggest work-related challenge, and What
was the biggest work-related success?
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Procedure

Participants received an email or viewed an online posting for the survey
on social media (Facebook and LinkedIn). A full explanation was provided at
the start of the survey with purpose and design and clear instructions that
participation could stop at any time. If participants agreed to continue, this
indicated their consent in the study. We did not collect names on the original
survey; they were only collected in a separate and distinct survey after
completion to enter information to receive a $10 gift card, which was deleted
within 30 days of gift card processing.

Results

Participants worked full-time (90%) or part-time (26+ hr) a week (8%).
Sixty percent of respondents were female, and 68% reported having children.
Nearly 40% of respondents worked at their company 10+ years, 25% between
5 and 10 years, and approximately 5.5%worked 12 months or less. Participants
work across 20 states, and various industries. See Table 1, for full demo-
graphic data.

Employee Transition to WFH

The majority of participants indicated that their work location changed in
response to the COVID-19 crisis (80%). Respondents never reported WFH
(23%) prior to COVID-19, and 36% WFH only in an emergency. Others
reported WFH periodically; 12% indicated once a month, 9% indicated 2–3
times a month. Roughly 20% report having worked from home frequently
(14% 1–2 days/week, 3% 3–4 days/week, and 3% WFH full time).

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Based on the correlational analysis, there is no relationship between
extraversion and any of the three outcome variables of engagement, job
performance, or intention to leave (Table 2). Conscientiousness is positively
related to job performance only; hypothesis one is only partially supported.
Hypotheses 2a–c are not supported since there are no significant relationships
between challenge stress and any of the three outcome variables. Hypotheses
3a and c are supported; hindrance stress is negatively related to engagement and
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positively related to intention to leave (as predicted) but is not related to job
performance (H3b). Hypothesis 4 is partially supported since manager support,
organizational support, technology support, and empowerment are all posi-
tively related to engagement, with correlations above r = .40. None of these
variables are related to job performance, and all four are negatively related to
intention to leave, with correlations from −.36 to −.60.

Job Outcomes

Before conducting the multiple regression, we verified the data met the
assumptions for the analysis. An examination of the predicted probability plot
of the predictors and residuals shows the data are normally distributed, since
these variables follow the normality line. To check for homoscedasticity, a
visual review of the predictor and residual plot shows no discernable pattern in
the data. A correlation between the predicted values and the absolute values of
the residuals is not significant, suggesting the variances across the residuals are
equal, and the regression equation will work for all participants. Finally, a
review of the correlation matrix (Table 2) shows that none of the variables have
a correlation of .80 or higher, suggesting no concerns for multicollinearity.

Regression analysis shows that Hypothesis 5 is partially supported. When
the eight personal and work variables are combined to predict employee
engagement, only three are significant predictors; conscientiousness, challenge
stress, and empowerment, F(8, 81)= 19.69, p< .001 (Table 3). The adjusted R2=
.63 indicates a strong effect size for this prediction equation (Cohen, 1988), with
63% of the variance in engagement accounted for by these three variables.

Hypothesis 6 is also partially supported. The multiple regression equation
predicting job performance is not significant. However, the multiple regression
shows that hindrance stress, empowerment, and engagement each predict
intention to leave, F(9, 80) = 10.82, p < .001 (Table 3), with adjusted
R2 = .49, accounting for 49% of the variance of intention to leave.

Biggest Challenge and Successes of Transition to WFH

When asked what the biggest work-related success was, 76 participants
responded, many with multiple answers for a total of 108 individual comments.
When asked what the biggest work-related challenge was, 77 participants
responded, many with multiple answers for a total of 98 individual comments.
Three individual investigators (subject matter experts) read and categorized the
comments for content analysis. An original set of categories were established
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for each question, and then the reviewers categorized all comments indepen-
dently. The first round of coding yielded 78% agreement (interrater reliability:
# agree/total comments) on the comments. The researchers then discussed
disagreements, refined several definitions, and added several additional cate-
gories to each question. After a second round of coding, based on the revised
definitions, agreement or interrater reliability reached 96%. Final discussion
alleviated differences in ratings on comments.

Eleven themes emerged about work-related challenges (Table 4). The
top three most frequently listed challenges are work–family balance (23%),
work- or task-related issues (15%) and technology-related issues (12%).
Thirteen themes emerged regarding the biggest success of the transition to
WFH. The top most frequently reported successes are no commute hassle
(18%), increased productivity (15%), and more personal time (11%). See
Table 5, for themes and sample comments.

Discussion

These results provide interesting information about employee attitudes
during the early phase of the COVID-19 pandemic. Overall, employees in
this sample are engaged with a mean of 3.92 out of five on the engagement scale.
In prior research, personal dispositions, in terms of extraversion and conscien-
tiousness predicted engagement, job performance, and intention to leave
(Christian et al., 2011, Mone & London, 2010; Rich et al., 2010). In the present
study, the pattern of correlations indicates that the four categories of job
resources (manager, organizational and technical support, and empowerment)
are related to engagement and intent to leave, although not job performance.
When these variables are combined in a multiple regression along with personal
resources and job demands, only conscientiousness, challenge stress, and
empowerment remain as significant predictors of engagement. The R2 of .63
indicates that 63% of the variance in predicting engagement is accounted for by
this combination of variables. When the semipartial correlations are squared for
each variable, we see that 18% of the variance is accounted for uniquely by
empowerment, 2.9% from challenge stress, and 1.7% by conscientiousness. The
remaining 43.5% of the variance is accounted for by shared variance among the
variables. Much of this shared variance likely reflects some of the additional
variables that were significantly related to engagement, such as hindrance stress,
manager support, organizational climate, and technology support, but are now
being accounted for through shared variance with empowerment.

These results indicate that in this time of crisis, employees remain
challenged and committed to the work. The fact that hindrance stress is not
related to engagement suggests that the bureaucracy or hassles at work have
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been reduced during this time period with organizations andmanagers focusing
on the most critical elements of the job and how to support employees to
complete work rather than how tasks are accomplished. The strong link
between empowerment and engagement further supports this critical relation-
ship, indicating that during a stressful time, trusting employees to do their job
as they believe is best, allowing them to make decisions, and complete their
work on their terms worked well for employees during the transition toWFH in
early 2020. The combination of correlations, such that manager support and
organizational support are significantly correlated to engagement and nega-
tively related to intention to leave but are not significant regression coefficients,
suggests that the trust between managers and employees and support from the
organization is accounted for in this sample through empowerment. As prior
research shows, empowerment is a strong predictor of motivation because it
strengthens employees’ belief in their ability to do their job effectively (Conger &
Kanungo, 1988;Mone & London, 2010). Empowerment enhances self-efficacy in
the job, therefore, allowing employees to engage fully in their work with their
managers’ confidence.

There are very few relationships between the predictor variables and job
performance. This may be related to the high average on self-rated job
performance (M = 4.34) and small standard deviation (SD = .39), acting as
a ceiling effect, reducing the ability to differentially predict performance. Of
note, conscientiousness remained positively related to job performance, con-
sistent with prior research.

All four of the job resources are related to intention to leave; however,
when entered into the regression equation, the variance in predicting this
outcome is taken up by engagement and hindrance stress, suggesting that these
are mediating factors in predicting intent to leave. The squared semipartial
correlations show that engagement contributes 5% of the unique variance and
hindrance stress 4.6% of unique variance in predicting intent to leave, with the
remaining 45.4% of variance predicted by shared variance across variables.
Consistent with prior research (Crawford et al., 2010), hindrance stress is
positively related to intent to leave, while engagement is negatively related to
intent to leave, indicating that when employees are engaged and are not
experiencing too much bureaucracy, politics, or hassles, they are more likely
to remain with the organization. The adjusted R2 shows a strong effect size in
predicting intent to leave, with 49% of the variance predicted by engagement
and hindrance stress. Overall, these results suggest that a period of high-stress
engagement will help keep employees with the organization, which is experi-
enced through a combination of empowering employees as well as reducing the
amount of politics and red tape that employees must negotiate.

The comment analyses support the regression results, highlighting em-
ployees’ concerns about getting the most critical tasks done and how best to do
that (Tables 4 and 5). For example, some of the biggest challenges specifically
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mention lack of technology hardware or software from home or not having
“files” and other materials at their disposal as easily accessible as they are in the
office. A few respondents indicated that WFH “created more work” precisely
because they needed to devise workarounds. However, this was a very small
percentage of respondents. In fact, there were more comments (108) about
successes compared to challenges (98). The successes overwhelmingly focused
on less stress/hassles related to commuting, and many focused on increased
productivity, the high quality of work that has been accomplished, learning
new ways to work, and additional work-related benefits such as forming new
partnerships with companies, and time to consider new business leads. When
combining direct work-related success themes (increased productivity, remote
work can be effective, work-related benefits, high quality of work, learning
new ways to work, and effective use of technology), they make up more than
40% of the comments showcasing the range of the positive impact that WFH
had on work for this sample, even as early as June 2020.

Several comments about success of the transition referenced strong connec-
tion to others, including teammates and managers as well as more personal time
and more time with family. In the challenge themes, we differentiated comments
that referenced the balance between work and family and creating boundaries
between work and home. The comments categorized under work/family balance
referenced the challenges with balancing these two roles. Many indicated this
was especially difficult with schools closed and children learning from home
while employees needed to continue their demanding jobs at the same time. It is
not surprising that these challenges comprised nearly one-quarter of the
comments. Boundaries between work and home were more specifically
about how to “limit” work time and creating boundaries for when it was
“acceptable” to not respond to others about work. Other challenges refer-
enced logistical issues such as lack of a “home office” space, finding places
to work quietly or feeling that managers were not supporting them during
this dramatic change in work routine. On the opposite side, when employees
were able to make a change to a workflow, process, or have fewer
interruptions, they were excited to share that as a success.

Contributions to Engagement Literature

Recent reviews of employee engagement research have called for exam-
ining employee engagement during various situations (Albrecht et al., 2015;
Bakker & Albrecht, 2018; Judge et al., 2017), and there is consistent recogni-
tion that the economic and business context has an impact on employee
behavior (Carsten & Spector, 1987; Judge et al., 2017). The COVID-19
pandemic is a global health crisis unlike anything experienced in the past
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century. The primary contribution of the present study is the investigation of
known predictors and outcomes of employee engagement during the early
phase of the pandemic, specifically, with employee attitudes measured during
May and June of 2020, within a 90-day period of when U.S. state and the
federal government issued mandatory stay-at-home orders in March of 2020.
Results show that some relationships established in prior research remained as
significant predictors of engagement, including conscientiousness, challenge
stress, and empowerment. Hindrance stress, which is generally a measure of
bureaucracy, seems to be less prevalent during the early phase of the pandemic.

Suggestions for Future Research

Surveys provide a snapshot at one point in time. This study is helpful
because it captured employee attitudes at such a pivotal point in the early phase
of the COVID-19 pandemic. There should be an ongoing assessment of
employee attitudes to see how they change as the nature of work continues
to evolve. Some organizations have employees back in the office full time,
while others have various iterations of hybrid work arrangements. However, it
is not just the physical location of the work that is important, but the
relationships among and between managers, employees, and organizational
leadership that helps organizations and managers understand how to support
their employees. It would be interesting to examine differences between
employees who remain highly engaged and those who are resigning or moving
to different jobs or industries (Cook, 2021; Hsu, 2021). Further research should
focus on why various groups of employees are leaving organizations; is it as a
reaction to burn-out, or are they attracted to aspects of other jobs, industries or
greater flexibility in when and where they work?

Limitations

This is a small sample, with less than 100 respondents, which limits the
analysis to correlation and regressions since there is not enough power to conduct a
path analysis. However, the strength of the effect sizes, despite the small n, suggest
that these relationships are real, and not due to chance. Using a snowball sample of
data gathered partially through social media may bias respondents to individuals
who are connected to the author, whichmay yield a bias in Socio Economic Status;
SES (based on author’s zip code), job type, or industry. However, a review of the
demographics shows that respondents represent different industries, sizes of
organizations, and geographic locations across the U.S., suggesting this bias
may be limited.
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Implications

This study provides an understanding of how one cross-sectional sample of
employees perceived their organizations as they transitioned to WFH during
June 2020, a time when most of the U.S. remained locked down due to local
stay-at-home orders (Global Workforce Analytics, 2020). This study should
help managers and organizations recognize that employees remain engaged
with their work especially when they are provided with support through
empowerment. Sixty-three percent of the variability in engagement is predicted
by empowerment, challenge stress, and conscientiousness, and empowerment
uniquely accounted for nearly 20% of the variance. Employees remain engaged
when their work is challenging, but employees also value the ability to make
decisions, set priorities, manage their processes, and have resources to get the
job done. Being honest, transparent, and communicating clearly are important,
but the most critical aspect of trust is through the empowerment of employees.
In many ways, the combination of results (quantitative and qualitative)
suggests that employees generally know what they are doing. During the
early stages of the WFH transition employees mentioned how much they value
periods of concentrated time to do their work and the freedom to figure out new
ways to do their work; both sustained their motivation toward work. Managers
who show their employees trust specifically by allowing them to take the lead
on determining processes, setting priorities, and supporting how they get their
work done will benefit the employees and the organization. Employees value
being trusted to do what they know is best. These results also show that job
performance and intention to leave continue to be strongly related to employee
engagement, suggesting that focusing on this type of motivation will benefit
employee performance and their commitment to the organization.

Conclusion

Recent reviews of employee engagement research have called for a focus
on engagement during different events or situations (Bakker & Albrecht, 2018;
Judge et al., 2017). The present study focused on measuring existing and
established relationships in the middle of an ongoing and evolving social,
economic, and health crisis unparalleled in current times. The fact that many
relationships between engagement and personal resources, job demands, and
job resources were not found provides evidence that these aspects of work may
be more relevant during noncrisis times. These results suggest that this
evolving situation of how employees work and how managers support their
employers during a crisis event is important. The most critical aspect which
emerged to support employee engagement is the empowerment of employees;
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it accounted for a large component of the variance predicting engagement.
There is a strong behavioral aspect of empowerment, which enables employees
to have control over their work, make decisions, and determine importance of
tasks and processes to complete their work.
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