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Background: The primary aim of this research was to examine the role of psychological
empowerment on the work engagement of university faculty members in China and the implica-
tions for both faculty members and university administrators. The questions of the study focus on
the level of psychological empowerment and work engagement of university faculty members and
the correlation between psychological empowerment and work engagement.

Materials and methods: Data were collected from a sample of 162 faculty members working
at a China university. They were asked to complete two self-reported scales with good reliability
and validity: the psychological empowerment scale (PES) and the Utrecht work engagement scale
(UWES). The responses from the sample were analyzed using SPSS software. The descriptive
statistics showed the participants’ statistical characteristics, while independent sample
t-tests and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed group differences among university
faculty members. Correlation analysis and multidimensional regression analysis demonstrated how
psychological empowerment affected work engagement.

Results: The total scores for the PES and UWES were both moderately high. Gender, age,
degree attained, and professional ranking were associated with differences in levels of
psychological empowerment and work engagement. The results confirmed that psychological
empowerment was positively correlated with all the dimensions of work engagement. The
regression analysis results showed that the positive role of psychological empowerment in
work engagement was mainly realized through two dimensions: meaning and competence.
Conclusion: The study results revealed significant group differences in the PES and UWES
scores among university faculty members. Universities should give more support to younger
and junior faculty. There is highly positive correlation between psychological empowerment and
work engagement. University should recognize the role of psychological empowerment and
create a supportive environment to promote faculty members’ professional development, which,
in turn, can increase universities” productivity.
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Introduction

Psychological empowerment is a concept originating from industrial-organizational
psychology. Empowerment is defined as the opportunity an individual has for auton-
omy, choice, responsibility, and participation in decision making in organizations.'
Psychological empowerment refers to an “intrinsic task motivation reflecting a sense of
self-control in relation to one’s work and an active engagement with one’s work role.”

Many studies on enterprise organizations have found that psychological empowerment
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can effectively stimulate individuals’ enthusiasm for work
and promote the improvement of job performance.
Psychological capital influences job satisfaction and organi-
zational commitment.> Whereas engagement seems to be
contagious and may spread across members of work teams,
leaders have a special role in fostering work engagement
among their followers.* Authentic leadership has been pro-
posed as the root element of effective leadership needed to
build healthier work environments because there is special
attention to the development of empowering leader—follower
relationships.’

Since the 1980s, an increased interest in empowerment
has been seen in diverse subject areas within psychology and
management. Psychology empowerment linked empowering
leadership to job satisfaction, work effort, and creativity.®
Structural empowerment had a direct positive effect on the
areas of work life, which in turn had a direct negative effect
on emotional exhaustion. Subsequently, emotional exhaus-
tion had a direct negative effect on commitment.” A survey of
258 respondents showed that psychological empowerment
has an important role in positive work outcomes.”
Statistically significant relationships were found between
psychological empowerment, job insecurity and employee
engagement.” Employees were highly engaged when they
had higher psychology capital, work empowerment partially
mediated the relationship between psychology capital and
work engagement.'® Research has demonstrated that psycho-
logical empowerment is positively related to employees’
task, contextual, and innovation performance.'' Employees’
perceptions of their leaders’ empowering behavior and psy-
chological empowerment predict employees’ intention to
leave organizations.'> Empowerment is a key variable in
predicting positive organizational outcomes.'®> At present,
the concept of psychological empowerment and its structure
have been recognized by most scholars. The conceptual
structure of psychological empowerment proposed by
Thomas et al is widely accepted.'* They believe that psycho-
logical empowerment is a combination of four cognitive
components: a sense of impact, competence, meaningful-
ness, and choice.

In the past few years, higher education is in transition
along many dimensions: tuition levels, faculty composition,
expenditure allocation, pedagogy, technology, and more.'
Universities were facing many challenges, including massi-
fication, increasing internationalization, growing emphasize
on the applicability of academic work and the rising influ-
ence of management, which have reshaped university
culture.'® University faculty members are under pressure

from quality requirement, demanding from the public, fund-
ing reduction from government and new technological
demands.'” Faculty members, as the main actors in colleges
and universities, are one of the decisive factors in improv-
ing the quality of teaching, scientific research, and social
service in universities. Faculty’s work engagement is a
predictive of performance.'® Performance management pro-
vides external institutional constraints and incentives for
individual faculty members. As an internal incentive, psy-
chological empowerment helps stimulate faculty members’
enthusiasm for work and increases their level of work
engagement.'” The most influential dimension of empower-
ment predicting teacher intrinsic satisfaction is self-efficacy,
a psychologically oriented variable.”® Faculty members
with higher levels of empowerment tend to have higher
job performance, be more motivated in their teaching and
research, be more likely to actively explore effective teach-
ing methods, and be more willing to discuss problems
encountered in their teaching and research with leaders.?'

Based on the findings of previous research, this study
attempts to explore university faculty members’ level of
psychological empowerment and its impact on work
engagement. As a changing organization, universities
often face unexpected risks. Psychological empowerment
and affective commitment are considered to be especially
important in such a turbulent context that requires conti-
nuing contributions from employees.

Materials And Methods

Sample

This study was conducted at a China public university that
was undergoing a series of changes and challenges aimed
at improving the quality of teaching and research and the
university’s ranking. A random sample was chosen for the
study, and participation was completely voluntary. A total
of 180 questionnaires were distributed, and 162 valid
questionnaires were answered. The effective response
rate is 90%. Of the 162 participants with valid responses:
a) 62.96% were women; b) 3.70% were younger than 30
years old, 74.08% were 30-50 years old, and 22.22% were
older than 50 years; c) 19.75% were professors, 44.44%
were associate professors, and 35.80% were assistant pro-
fessors; and d) 38.27% held doctoral degrees, 56.79% held
master degrees, and 4.94% held bachelor degrees. Retired
and part-time faculty were excluded from the sample. In
accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, written
informed consent was provided by the participants prior
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to filling the questionnaire. The study was approved by the
Ethical Committee of Bohai University. The anonymity of
the participants was preserved. Participants can fully and
freely express their opinions.

The sample’s demographic information is given in Table 1.
A Mann—Whitney U-test was run to determine if there were
differences in gender, degree, age and profession ranking
between sample distribution and population distribution. The
results showed that there were no statistically significant dif-
ference between them (p>0.1). The trend of sample distribu-
tion is consistent with that of population distribution. Sample
can adequately represent population.

Procedure

This study was conducted between March 2019 and May
2019. The participants were recruited at random from a
China university. We stated the purpose of the question-
naire and assured the participants that their answers would
remain confidential. Participants will be provided with a
verbal overview about research objectives and information
to ensure all the details of the project have been under-
stood. The participants were asked to complete a paper

Table | Distribution Of Faculty In Sample

Frequency Percent

Gender

Male 60 37.04

Female 102 62.96
Age

20-30 6 3.70

3140 38 23.46

41-50 82 50.62

50+ 36 2222
Degree

Doctor 62 38.27

Master 92 56.79

Bachelor 8 4.94
Professional ranking

Professor 32 19.75

Associate professor 72 44.44

Assistant professor 58 35.80
Length of teaching (years)

0-3 4 2.47

3-9 24 14.81

9-15 38 23.46

15+ 96 59.26
Total 162 100

questionnaire and were informed of their right to withdraw
from the study if they felt uncomfortable. The participants
were told that they had the right to refuse to answer any
particular question and no participants would be named in
the publications, and every effort would be made to dis-
guise their identity. In the last part of the questionnaire, the
participants had the option to leave their e-mail address if
they were interested in receiving a summary of the results.
These steps fully guaranteed the rationality and integrity of
data and meanwhile protected participants’ privacy and
rights. For more information or raw data, please contact
the authors.

Method

All participants were asked to complete two self-reported
scales with good reliability and validity: the psychological
empowerment scale (PES) and the Utrecht work engagement
scale (UWES). The psychological empowerment scale (PES)
was developed by Spreitzer” and adapted for the Chinese
context by Li Chaoping.>® The scale had 12 items grouped
into four dimensions: meaning (3 items), competence (3
items), self-determination (3 items), and impact (3 items).
The scale was based on a 5-point Likert scale (1=strongly
disagree, 2=disagree, 3=not sure, 4=agree, S=strongly agree).
Higher scores indicated higher levels of psychological
empowerment. The scale had good reliability and validity.
The internal consistency coefficients of the meaning, compe-
tence, self-determination and impact sub-scales were 0.68,
0.53, 0.42, and 0.78, respectively, and the internal consistency
coefficient of the overall scale was 0.87.

The Utrecht work engagement scale (UWES) was
developed by Schaufeli and Bakker’* and revised by
Zhang Yiwen and Gan Yiqun.”> The Chinese version of
UWEShad15 items grouped into three dimensions: vitality
(6 items), dedication (4 items), and focus (5 items). All the
questions were also scored on a 5-point Likert scale
(1=complete non-conformity, 2=non-conformity, 3=not
sure, 4=conformity, S5=complete conformity). Higher
scores indicated higher levels of work engagement. The
internal consistency coefficients of the vitality, dedication
and focus sub-scales were 0.84, 0.78, and 0.86, respec-
tively, and the internal consistency coefficient of the scale
was 0.94, indicating good reliability and validity.

All the data were analyzed with SPSS 20.0. The
descriptive statistics showed the participants’ statistical
characteristics, while independent sample #-tests and one-
way analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed group differ-
ences among university faculty members. Correlation
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analysis and multidimensional regression analysis demon-
strated how psychological empowerment affected work
engagement.

Results
Psychological Empowerment Scores Of

University Faculty Members

As can be seen in Table 2, university faculty members’ total
score for psychological empowerment was 3.7263 which falls
into moderately high level. The scores for the four dimensions
exhibited no significant differences (meaning: M=4.44,
SD=0.55; self-determination: M=3.92, SD=0.84; competence:
M=4.02, SD=0.51; impact, M=2.53, SD=0.85). The dimen-
sion with the highest score was work meaning, followed by
competence and self-determination, while work impact had
the lowest score.

Similar results were found in the UWES (Table 3). The
overall UWES score was at an upper-middle level, and
there were little differences among the three dimensions.
Each dimension had a score higher than 3.5. Focus had the
highest score, followed by vitality and then concentration.

Group Differences In The Psychological
Empowerment And Work Engagement
Of University Faculty

In order to analyze the differences in psychological
empowerment and work engagement among various
groups of university faculty members, we used gender,
age, degree attained, professional ranking and length of
teaching as grouping variables. Psychological empower-
ment and work engagement were dependent variables,
respectively. The results are shown in Table 4.

As can be seen from the above table, there are signifi-
cant gender differences emerged in the PES and UWES
scores, with male faculty members having significantly
higher scores than that of female faculty members. There
were also significant age differences in the PES scores but
no significant differences in the UWES scores. The results
of post-test showed that faculty members more than 50
years old had higher psychological empowerment levels
than those ages 20-30, 31-40, and 41-50 years (p=0.002,

p=0.002, p=0.000, respectively). The degree attained vari-
able showed significant differences in the PES and UWES
scores among faculty members holding bachelor, master,
and doctoral degrees. In the post-test results, faculty mem-
bers with doctoral degrees had significantly higher scores
than those with master and bachelor degrees (p=0.000,
p=0.019). In addition, professional ranking was also an
important variable, with professors scoring higher on
both scales than associate and assistant professors.

Regression Analysis Of The Dimensions
Of Psychological Empowerment On
Work Engagement

To further test the relationship between psychological empow-
erment and work engagement, we performed correlation ana-
lysis. As shown in Table 5, psychological empowerment was
positively correlated with all the dimensions of work engage-
ment. The analysis showed that psychological empowerment
levels were closely related to work engagement.

We then performed stratified regression to separately
examine the impacts of the four dimensions of psychologi-
cal empowerment on work engagement. The first step was
to explore the influence of demographic variables. The
second step was to test the four dimensions of psychologi-
cal empowerment. As shown in Table 6, when controlling
for demographic variables, four variables (meaning, deter-
mination, competence and impact) predicted 57.7% of the
variance of work engagement, while the contributions of
meaning and competence reached to significant level.
Meaning and competence both had significantly positive
effects on the total score and the three dimensions of
work engagement. Determination and impact had no sig-
nificant effects on the total score or any dimension.

Discussion

The results showed that while university faculty members
had higher than middle levels of psychological empower-
ment, the scores for the four dimensions were unequal.
Meaning had the highest score (M=4.44), and impact had
the lowest (M=2.52). The high score for meaning indicated
that university faculty members clearly understood the

Table 2 Scores For Four Dimensions Of Psychological Empowerment Of University Faculty Members

Meaning Self-Determination Competence Impact Total
M 4.4444 39177 4.0165 2.5267 3.7263
SD 0.55277 0.83920 0.51343 0.84961 0.57769
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Table 3 Scores For Three Dimensions Of Work Engagement Of
University Faculty Members

Vitality Dedication Focus Total
M 3.6975 3.6944 4.0025 3.7984
SD 0.74913 0.71041 0.67933 0.68068

Table 4 Group Differences On Psychological Empowerment
And Work Engagement Among University Faculty Members

Psychological Work
Empowerment | Engagement
Gender Male (60) 4.00£0.11 4.0620.14
Female (102) 3.57+0.07 3.64+0.08
t 3.49 1% 2.8 2%*
Age 20-30 (6) 3.19£0.10 3.13+0.21
3140 (38) 3.65+0.13 3.75+0.18
41-50 (82) 3.59+0.08 3.74+0.09
51+ (36) 4.21£0.14 4.100.17
F 7.483%* 2436
Degree Bachelor (8) 3.35+0.23 3.77+£0.43
Master (92) 3.55+0.07 3.62+0.08
Doctor (62) 4.0320.11 3.80+0.08
F 8.473** 5.190%*
Professional | Assistant 3.39+0.08 3.53+0.13
Ranking professor (58)
Associate 3.78+0.51 3.87+0.10
professor (72)
Professor (32) | 4.21%0.14 4.12+0.70
F 14.883** 3.484*
Length of 0-3 years (4) 3.13%0.13 3.10+0.37
Teaching 3-9 years (24) | 3.53%0.16 3.58+0.21
9—15 years (38) | 3.64+0.13 3.90+0.15
15+ years (96) | 3.83+0.08 3.84+0.97
F 1.936 1.372

Note: *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01.

purpose and value of education. The scores for self-deter-
mination and competence indicated that university faculty
members were willing to work independently and conscien-
tiously and were confident in their ability to execute the
teaching and research tasks. However, the lowest score for
impact implied that university faculty members felt they
had little influence on university management and seldom
participated in the decision-making process, so they did not
recognize that their opinions were highly important and
influential in university development. In addition, the
UWES scores of 3.5-4.0 indicated that the university
faculty had high professional identity and loved their work.

The results revealed significant gender differences in
the PES and UWES scores. Male faculty members had
significantly higher scores than female members, conflict-
ing with the results of related research.?® In Chinese tradi-
tional culture, the idea that men go out to work while
women look after the house has created higher social
expectations for the achievements of men than women.

The study found that age was also a key variable influen-
cing faculty members’ beliefs.”” Older faculty members had
higher PES scores because they had worked at the university
longer than younger faculty. They had witnessed the devel-
opment of the university, so they had a deeper feeling for the
university and a stronger sense of identity and belonging.

The analysis also revealed significant differences in
scores for the two scales by degree attained. Faculty mem-
bers with higher degrees had higher PES and UWES scores,
consistent with previous research conclusions.'' This differ-
ence arose because faculty members with doctoral degrees
had higher work expectations, values, and goals than those
with master and bachelor degrees and, therefore, were more
involved in their work. In addition, the university regarded
faculty members with doctoral degrees as valuable
resources for future productivity growth and so gave them
more autonomy and flexibility in their work.

The PES and UWES total scores showed significant
differences by professional ranking, as found in previous
studies.”® Professors had significantly higher scores than
associate and assistant professors. Due to their longer teach-
ing experience, greater breadth and depth of knowledge, and
higher professional skills, professors were more confident in
their work and experienced a higher sense of control.

Psychological empowerment was a predictor of work
engagement.”” One of the main reasons for the strong
attention to psychological empowerment is that it can
improve work engagement, which the relevant analysis
and regression analysis supported in this research. The
relevant analysis showed that psychological empowerment
was closely related to work engagement, while the regres-
sion analysis found that the positive role of psychological
empowerment on work engagement was mainly realized
through two dimensions: meaning and competence.
University faculty members were aware of the value and
significance of their work to promote student growth and
school development and were capable of completing tasks,
leading them to be more involved in work.

However, self-determination and work impact did not
show good positive roles in promoting the level of work
engagement. These results might be due to the growing
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Table 5 The Correlation Between Psychological Empowerment And Work Engagement

Meaning | Self-Determination | Competence | Impact | Totall | Vitality | Dedication | Focus | Total2
Meaning |
Self-Determination | 0.646** |
Competence 0.571** 0.642%+* |
Impact 0.468%* 0.593%* 0.668%* [
Total | 0.773%* 0.878%* 0.847%* 0.844*% | |
Vitality 0.647%* 0.630%* 0.679%* 0.513%F | 0.723% | |
Dedication 0.716%* 0.518% 0.614%* 0.487*% | 0.675% | 0.877% | |
Focus 0.638** 0.515%* 0.614%* 0.493** | 0.657* | 0.810%* | 0.884** |
Total2 0.697%* 0.593% 0.674%* 0.526** | 0.725%F | 0.956%* | 0.963** 0.935% [ |

Notes: **P < 0.01, Totall] means the score of psychological empowerment scale, Total2 means the score of work engagement scale.

Table 6 Multidimensional Regression Analysis Of University Faculty Members’ Psychological Empowerment On Work Engagement

Variables Vitality (B) Dedication (B) Focus (B) Total(B)

Step | Step 2 Step | Step 2 Step | Step 2 Step | Step 2
Gender —0.175 0.131 -0.210 —0.050 -0.210 —0.055 —0.205 —0.040
Age 0.120 0.133 0.091 0.022 0.127 0.018 0.121 —0.003
Degree 0.163 0.123 0.090 0.055 0.152 0.107 0.147 0.074
Professional ranking 0.120 0.100 0.142 —0.152 0.100 —0.163 0.126 —0.149
Length of teaching —0.001 0.118 —0.007 —0.035 —0.061 —0.063 —0.023 —0.028
Meaning 0.147** 0.611%* 0.481** 0.479**
Self-determination 0.110 —0.109 —0.078 0.012
Competence 0.180%* 0.303** 0.356%* 0.383**
Impact o0.101 0.097 0.099 0.073
F 2.732% 18.952%* 2.341 20.659%* 2.581* 15.095%* 2.840* 21.981**
R? 0.154 0.437 0.077 0.550 0.087 0.479 0.103 0.577

Notes: *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01.

distance between academics and administrators.*® Governance
models around the world vary by culture, history, political
structure, and institutional traditions.>! As in the 1940s,
when faculty employment principles were developed by the
American Association of University Professors and accepted
generally by the higher education community, faculty today
still value academic freedom, shared governance, and
job security as important components of the academic
profession.’” Share governance is a myth.*> Yet while it has
been a time-honored tradition in academia, the shared govern-
ance model has always had its problems, not least of which is
the very nature of the faculty who must work with adminis-
trators if the model is going to succeed.** Share governance
plays an important role in integrating sustainability into
university.>> The emphasis on accountability has made effi-
ciency become the dominant value of university decision
making in which faculty members seldom participate.
University faculty members thought that they had to abide
by rules and regulations made by administrators, they felt

weak senses of self-determination and work impact. This
situation could explain why self-determination and work
impact did not have positive effects on work engagement.
Due to the slow growth of government investment in
universities and the emphasis on university performance,
work engagement is of interest to researchers and practi-
tioners. More than over, universities need more engaged
faculty members. Past studies have established the impor-
tance of psychological empowerment in fostering innova-
tive behavior.*® Research shows that employees with
higher degree of psychological empowerment will be
motivated to work harder and their performance will be
correspondingly higher.>” The finding of this study can
provide valuable inspiration not only to university faculty
members but also to deans, managers and instructors.

Conclusion
The study results revealed significant group differences in
the PES and UWES scores among university faculty
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members. Creating a work environment that fosters mean-
ingful work experiences encourages employee’s sense of
competence, their self-determination and an awareness of
the impact of one’s work, which in turn promotes bene-
ficial outcomes within organizations.'' Opportunities for
advancement and research support, as well as responsive-
ness of administrators to faculty, contributed to the faculty
commitment.>®

Universities, therefore, should create a supportive
environment to promote the professional development of
younger and junior faculty, which will result in higher
levels of psychological empowerment and work engage-
ment and thus greater productivity for universities.
Creating supportive and empowering workplace condi-
tions are important not only for faculty health and well-
being but also for retaining top-performing faculty.*

Psychological empowerment had a close correlation with
work engagement, aligning with earlier research.® Authority
grants not only power granting, but also ability granting.
University faculty members are typical representatives of
knowledgeable workers who pay great attention to realize
their own values and attach high importance to whether enter-
prises can provide opportunities for knowledge growth. Deans
and heads of departments can take advantage of the results of
this study when evaluating the performance of faculty mem-
bers in university. Administrators should recognize the impor-
tance of psychological variables.® For faculty members, the
more institutional and unit support they perceived for learning,
the more satisfied they were, the less likely they were to intend
to leave their institution.** University should give opportu-
nities to professional and academic growth of faculty mem-
bers. University faculty members are more active in their work
when they realize the importance and trust they have received
from universities.

These results are suggestive rather than definitive due
to the study’s limitations. First, the participants were from
one university, decreasing the generalizability of the
results. In future research, we will increase the sample
size to verify the reliability of the conclusions. Second,
this study relied on only two scales to measure psychology
empowerment and work involvement; in-depth interviews
with selected participants could be helpful to more deeply
understand the issues at involved. Third, certain variables
related to the participants (e.g. their economic, social, and
psychological backgrounds) could not be controlled for
and so could have influenced their responses. Fourth, the

data were self-reported, so the results might not truly

reflect the relevance between psychology empowerment
and work involvement.

Despite of these limitations, this study makes theore-
tical and practical contributions to the growing body of
literature on university faculty members’ work perfor-
mance. The study can provide worthy and useful insights
for other universities. In other words, this finding can
assist universities to maintain high levels of psychological
empowerment and commitment to universities among
faculty members, in turn, enhancing universities’ own
performance and effectiveness.
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