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Orientation: The world economy is becoming increasingly knowledge driven, and intellectual 
capital is now considered as a human resource that affords organisations a competitive 
advantage. A high turnover rate in higher education and the importance of retaining staff 
are concerns that have resulted in increased interest in psychological variables, such as job 
embeddedness and work engagement that may influence employee retention.

Research purpose: The objective of this study was to explore the relationship between job 
embeddedness, work engagement and turnover intention of staff in a higher education 
institution. 

Motivation for the study: Research on how employees’ job embeddedness and work 
engagement influence their turnover intention is important in the light of organisational 
concerns about retaining knowledgeable staff in the current higher education environment.

Research design, approach and method: A cross-sectional quantitative survey was conducted 
on a non-probability purposive sample (N = 153) of academic and non-academic staff in a 
South African higher education institution.

Main findings: Correlational analyses revealed significant relationships between job 
embeddedness, work engagement and turnover intention. Multiple regression analyses 
showed that organisational links and dedication significantly and negatively predict turnover 
intention. 

Practical/managerial implications: When designing retention strategies, management and 
human resource practitioners need to recognise how job embeddedness and work engagement 
influence the turnover intention of higher education staff. 

Contribution: These findings contribute valuable new knowledge that can be applied in the 
retention of staff in the higher education environment.

Introduction
Key focus of the study
As the global economy is increasingly knowledge driven, and with a global skills shortage, 
intellectual capital has become a source of competitive advantage for organisations (Halawi, 
Aronson & McCarthy, 2005; Powell & Snellman, 2004). Furthermore, more organisations are 
awakening to the need to grow the intellectual capital of their employees in order to compete 
successfully in an increasingly demanding global economy (Burke & El-Kot, 2010; Lawler, 2008). 
Retention of talent has, therefore, become more critical, both in South Africa and globally. (Macey 
& Schneider, 2008; Powell & Snellman, 2004; Ryder, 2010). 

The present study seeks to contribute to the literature on staff retention by focusing on the 
relationship between the constructs of job embeddedness and work engagement, and the turnover 
intention of employees. These variables have been linked to staff retention in the research literature 
(Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2008) but their relationship has not been examined in the South African 
higher education context. This investigation seeks to contribute to the retention of staff in the 
higher education environment in South Africa by making recommendations for developing job 
embeddedness and work engagement, based on the findings of the study.

Potential value-add 
This article contributes valuable new knowledge that could be used to inform retention strategies 
for employees in the higher education environment and may stimulate further research to 
promote a better understanding of the role of the three constructs described in retaining staff. 

Page 1 of 10

Scan this QR 
code with your 
smart phone or 
mobile device 
to read online.

Read online:

mailto:Takawn@unisa.ac.za
http://dx.doi.org10.4102/sajhrm.v12i1.524
http://dx.doi.org10.4102/sajhrm.v12i1.524


Original Research

doi:10.4102/sajhrm.v12i1.524 http://www.sajhrm.co.za

Background to the study
Higher education plays a critical role in the creation of 
knowledge for the cultivation of future talent and socio-
economic development in South Africa (Van den Berg, 
Manias & Burger, 2008). Socio-economic and political 
strategies implemented by governments competing in the 
global economy are increasingly impacting negatively on the 
availability of talent in higher education (Makhanya, 2012). 
Furthermore, new labour market demographics, globalisation 
and competitive pressures have become essential for 
businesses to be effective (Marchington & Wilkinson, 2008). 
Academics are essential to societal life, because they are 
responsible for educating the leaders of society, as well as 
for conducting scientific research and furthering knowledge 
(Coetzee & Rothmann, 2004). However, higher education 
institutions in South Africa have become vulnerable to 
losing their highly qualified knowledge workers to well-
paid offers from the private sector, and headhunting from 
other higher education institutions internationally (Ngobeni 
& Bezuidenhout, 2011). Martin and Roodt (2008) note in this 
regard the need for further studies to establish the turnover 
behaviour of academic staff in higher education institutions. 

Institutional knowledge is a key component in the knowledge 
economy, (Powell & Snellman, 2004); managing knowledge 
through knowledge identification, acquisition, development, 
transfer and retention is, therefore, particularly important 
in higher education institutions (Probst, Raub & Romhardt, 
2000). Moreover, these institutions not only produce highly 
skilled and enlightened intellectual capital for the social 
transformation and economic development of a nation 
(Shikha, 2012), but their core business activities, including 
research and development, require talented human capital to 
deliver quality learning experiences to students (Netswera, 
Rankumise & Mavundla, 2006). 

Recognising the forces that keep employees in their current 
employment is critical in attracting and retaining talented 
staff in higher education institutions (Lawler & Finegold, 
2000; Michaels, Handfield-Jones & Axelrod, 2001). Retention 
of talented staff promotes better decision-making capabilities, 
enhanced quality of curriculum programmes based on best 
practices, improved academic services and reduces turnover 
costs (Kidwell, Vander Linde & Johnson, 2000). Consequently, 
higher education institutions can succeed in contributing to 
the socio-economic development of South Africa by retaining 
the critical human capital that makes it possible to provide 
higher education to all stakeholders, including students and 
society as a whole (Coetzee & Rothman, 2004; Van den Berg, 
Bakker & Ten Cate, 2013).

Turnover has significant implications for an organisation, 
with influencing factors such as the potential cost of human 
capital loss and interruption of ongoing organisational 
activities (Smyth, Zhai & Li, 2009). Research indicates that job 
embeddedness and work engagement have emerged in the 
current world of work as constructs that may significantly 
influence employees’ turnover intention (Halbesleben & 

Wheeler, 2008; Mitchell, Holtom & Lee, 2001a). In particular, 
employees with low levels of job embeddedness and work 
engagement are more likely to have a higher intention 
of leaving the organisation, as well as actually leaving it 
(Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, Sablynski & Erez, 2001b). 

Talent retention is becoming more essential as an 
organisation’s human capital increasingly becomes the key 
source of competitive advantage (Halawi et al., 2005; Pfeffer, 
2005). A growing awareness of shifts in the characteristics of 
the workforce is calling for organisations to be more focused 
in retaining skilled employees, keeping them fully engaged 
and embedding them in their jobs (Frank, Finnegan & Taylor, 
2004). It is therefore vital for organisations to be able to make 
informed decisions about developing effective retention 
practices that result in the reduction of turnover. (Hillmer, 
Hillmer & McRoberts, 2004).
 

Research objective
The objective of the present study is to explore the relationship 
between the job embeddedness, work engagement and 
turnover intention of staff in a higher education institution. 
In the light of the need to retain talented staff in the South 
African higher education context (Martin & Roodt, 2008; 
Ngobeni & Bezuidenhout, 2011), it may prove valuable to 
explore the relationship between these variables. Employees’ 
job embeddedness and work engagement are starting to 
be recognised as important factors in retaining valuable 
talented employees and are seen to offer organisations a 
competitive advantage (Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter & Taris, 
2008; Du Plooy & Roodt, 2010; Mitchell et al., 2001a). This 
recognition suggests the value of an investigation of these 
variables in the higher education context. Should significant 
associations be detected between these variables in this 
exploratory study, more expanded studies can be conducted 
in the higher education environment. The results of these 
follow-up studies can then also be compared with studies of 
staff in other occupational contexts. 

Literature review
Job embeddedness
Job embeddedness is defined as ‘… the combined forces 
that keep a person from leaving his or her job’ (Yao, Lee, 
Mitchell, Burton & Sablynski, 2004, p. 159). Although job 
embeddedness consists of two dimensions, organisational 
and community embeddedness (Mitchell et al., 2001b) 
researchers have found that when job relocation is not a 
factor, organisational dimensions better predict employee 
retention than do community dimensions (Allen, 2006; Lee, 
Mitchell, Sablynski, Burton & Holtom, 2004). Thus, in this 
study, the investigation of job embeddedness is restricted 
to the organisational dimensions. Mitchell et al. (2001b) 
conceptualise job embeddedness as connections to other 
aspects of the job (e.g. people and groups), the perception 
of a person-job fit and the sacrifices related to leaving the 
job. Job embeddedness is a relatively new construct that was 
developed by Mitchell et al. (2001b) and represents a broad 
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collection of factors that influence an employee’s decision to 
remain in or to leave an organisation.

According to Mitchell and Lee (2001), the critical 
characteristics of job embeddedness have to do with links 
that individuals have on the job, their fit with their jobs and 
what they would have to give up or sacrifice should they 
consider leaving their jobs. Mitchell et al. (2001b) suggest 
that the link aspects of embeddedness are formal or informal 
connections between an employee and other entities on 
the job. As the number of these links increases, the greater 
the likelihood becomes that an employee will stay in the 
organisation (Holtom, Mitchell & Lee, 2006). ‘Fit’ refers to an 
employee’s perceived compatibility with the organisation as 
well as with his or her job; hence, a higher fit shows higher 
embeddedness (Holtom et al., 2006). Finally, ‘sacrifice’ has 
to do with perceived costs of benefits, whether material or 
psychological, that may be lost by leaving the job. Thus, the 
higher the perceived cost, the greater the embeddedness will 
be (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2008; Holtom et al., 2006).

Many people stay in organisations as a result of connections 
they have to people (e.g. co-workers or network groups), 
projects they are involved in or sponsored community 
engagement activities (Mitchell et al., 2001a). Friedman and 
Holtom (2002) suggest that the more connected a person is 
professionally and socially, the more likely he or she is to 
stay in their organisation. Therefore, leaving a job often 
requires individuals to sacrifice or give up perks, routines 
or social networks in projects with which they have grown 
familiar (Mitchell et al., 2001a). Several studies have found 
that individuals embedded in their jobs are less likely to 
leave than those who are not embedded in their jobs (Allen, 
2006; Mitchell et al., 2001b) 

Mitchell et al. (2001a) suggest that analysing job 
embeddedness differs from traditional models for predicting 
turnover because it focuses on employee retention rather 
than employee turnover. This view is supported by Mitchell 
and Lee (2001) who found that job embeddedness predicted 
turnover better than the traditional job attitude models. 
Therefore, the theory of job embeddedness focuses on 
keeping employees in the organisation, rather than keeping 
them from leaving for other organisations (Mitchell et al., 
2001a). 

Research has found a significant negative relationship 
between job embeddedness and turnover intention (Allen, 
2006; Crossley, Bennet, Jex & Burnfield, 2007; Halbesleben 
& Wheeler, 2008). In addition, job embeddedness seems 
to predict turnover more than combinations of perceived 
desirability and ease of movement measures do (e.g. job 
satisfaction, organisational commitment, job alternatives 
and job search). Mitchell and Lee (2001) highlight the fact 
that highly embedded and satisfied employees are less 
likely to search for alternative employment opportunities. 
On the other hand embedded employees may feel stuck in 
unfavourable jobs, experience frustration or lose motivation 

due to fear of losing connections with entities of the job, 
or what they would have to give up should they consider 
leaving their jobs (Crossley et al., 2007). In the context of 
the present study, the focus is on the positive aspects of job 
embeddedness, that is, the forces that keep people satisfied 
with and engaged in their jobs.

Work engagement
Work engagement is a theoretical concept that has emerged 
in the field of psychology (Bakker et al., 2008) and research 
in work engagement has been a focus of interest for the past 
ten years, culminating in two different schools of thought 
that distinguish burnout from work engagement (Maslach, 
Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001; Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-
Roma & Bakker, 2002). For the purposes of this study, work 
engagement entails ‘a positive, fulfilling, work-related 
state of mind that is characterised by vigour, dedication, 
and absorption’ (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p.74). According to 
Schaufeli et al. (2002), work engagement is a constant and 
affective cognitive state that does not focus on an object, 
occasion or the behaviour of an individual. As indicated in 
the definition, engagement has three primary components. 
The first is vigour, which relates to elevated levels of energy 
and mental resilience when occupied with a work activity, the 
willingness to invest effort in one’s work activity and showing 
perseverance when faced with difficulty. Thus, employees 
who feel great vigour at work are highly motivated by their 
jobs and are likely to remain persistent when encountering 
difficulties (Mauno, Kinnunen & Ruokolainen, 2006). The 
second component, dedication, is characterised by a strong 
involvement and pride in one’s work, coupled with a sense 
of significance, passion, and inspiration. The final dimension 
of work engagement is absorption, which is characterised as 
being so completely focused and absorbed in one’s work that 
time passes rapidly and one has difficulty detaching from a 
work activity (Schaufeli et al., 2002).

Saks (2006) suggests that work engagement is associated 
with an individual’s attitudes, intentions and behaviours. 
Therefore, engaged employees are likely to be more attached 
to their organisation and would have a lower propensity to 
leave it (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). This view is supported 
by several researchers who found that work engagement 
is negatively related to turnover intention (Du Plooy 
& Roodt, 2010; Harter, Schmidt & Hayes, 2002). Work 
engagement was found to have positive results relating to 
job satisfaction, a motivated workforce, employee well-being 
and less likelihood of leaving an organisation (Barkhuizen 
& Rothmann, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Van den Berg, 
Bakker & Ten Cate, 2013; Yeh, 2013). In addition, a meta-
analysis of 7939 business units in 36 companies by Harter 
et al. (2002) reported a significant positive relationship 
between work engagement and business outcomes such as 
customer satisfaction and loyalty, profitability, turnover and 
safety.

Bakker and Demerouti (2008) proposed four reasons 
why engaged employees perform better than unengaged 
employees. Firstly, engaged employees were found to have 
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positive sentiments towards their job, consequently leading 
to productivity. Secondly, engaged employees were seen 
to be more open to work opportunities and more confident 
and optimistic (Cropanzano & Wright, 2001). Thirdly, 
research suggests that engagement is positively related to 
employee well-being, leading to better performance (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2008; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Shimazu, 
Schaufeli, Kubota & Kawakami, 2012). Lastly, engaged 
employees work more productively because they have the 
ability to create their own resources. Xanthopoulou, Bakker, 
Demerouti, and Schaufeli (2007) found in their study of highly 
skilled Dutch technicians that personal resources (optimism, 
self-efficacy and organisational-based self-esteem) resulted 
in higher levels of work engagement.

Turnover intention
Turnover intention is defined as the manifestation of ‘the 
(subjective) probability that an individual will change 
his or her job within a certain time period’ (Sousa-Poza & 
Henneberger, 2002, p.1), whereas turnover is a voluntary 
occurrence or event which is defined as the ‘individual 
movement across the membership boundary of an 
organisation’ (Price, 2001, p. 600). Contrary to turnover, 
turnover intentions are not definite, but are often associated 
with job search behaviour (Sousa-Poza & Henneberger, 
2002). According to Karatepe and Ngeche (2012), employees 
with turnover intentions tend to render poor service and 
corrode organisational effectiveness. Research has shown 
that intent to leave an organisation is one of the indicators 
of turnover (Bothma & Roodt, 2013). From the organisation’s 
perspective, turnover of employees can lead to costs arising 
from recruitment, selection, training or the employment of 
temporary staff (Morrell, Loan-Clarke & Wilkinson, 2004). In 
addition, turnover may have an effect on the organisational 
culture or employee morale (Morrell et al., 2004).

Coetzee and Schreuder (2010) suggest that external factors, 
such as competition for talent and the availability of alternative 
jobs in the local or global economy, contribute to the problems 
of high employee turnover. However, embeddedness and 
engagement have become popular concepts that promote 
employee retention (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2008). As 
an employee retention theory, job embeddedness is a 
combination of forces that keep an individual from leaving 
the job (Mitchell et al., 2001b) whereas work engagement 
represents a positive work-focused psychological state that 
keeps an employee in the job (Schaufeli et al., 2002). 

The relationship between job embeddedness, work 
engagement and turnover intention
According to Halbesleben and Wheeler (2008), job 
embeddedness represents a build-up of connections (e.g., co-
workers or networks) that will be difficult to replace outside 
the organisation. Likewise, a move out of the organisation 
may require an excellent alternative to be worth the sacrifice 
of invested resources. Job embeddedness is related to the 
organisation and the workplace, thus higher levels of job 
embeddedness would be related to lower intention to leave 
the organisation. Work engagement, on the other hand, 

is more related to energy and psychological attachment to 
one’s job; thus, employees who are more engaged with their 
work may be unwilling to disengage owing to the invested 
energy and high levels of identification with the job (Bakker 
et al., 2008).

Mitchell et al. (2001b) and Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) 
suggest that turnover intention can be driven by a lack 
of embeddedness and a disengaged workforce. Limited 
information is available on the relationship between job 
embeddedness, work engagement and turnover intention. 
However, a study by Halbesleben and Wheeler (2008) reported 
a significant relationship between these three constructs. In 
terms of job embeddedness and turnover intention, Mitchell 
et al. (2001b) reported that people who are embedded in 
their jobs have less intent to leave the organisation, whilst 
Halbesleben (2010) found a significant relationship between 
work engagement and turnover intention. 

Considering that both job embeddedness and work 
engagement are regarded as key constructs that drive 
employees’ turnover decisions (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 
2008), the following hypotheses were formulated.

H1a: A statistically significant relationship exists between 
individuals’ job embeddedness, work engagement and 
turnover intention.

H2a: Job embeddedness and work engagement negatively 
predict turnover intention.

Method
Research approach
The study utilised a cross-sectional survey design to collect 
quantitative primary data by using self-administered 
questionnaires (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). 

Research design
Research participants
A non-probability purposive sample of 153 employees of a 
South African higher education institution participated in 
the study. The group comprised professors, senior lecturers, 
lecturers and support professionals in the institution’s 
College of Economic and Management Sciences. 

The racial composition of the sample was predominately 
African (52%), with the rest of the sample comprising white 
(37%), Asian (8%) and mixed race (3 %) people. Participants 
were in the early and mid-career stage (26–45 years) and most 
(54%) had been in the organisation’s employment for at least 
five years and (59%) had been in their current position for 
at least five years. Overall, married (66%) and female (61%) 
participants dominated the sample. 

Measuring instruments
The Job Embeddedness Scale (JES): The JES (Mitchell et al., 
2001b) is a self-report instrument that includes three scales, 
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namely links (e.g., ‘My co-workers are similar to me’), fit 
(e.g., ‘My job utilises my skills and talents well’), and sacrifice 
(e.g., ‘I would sacrifice a lot if I left this job’). The response 
scale was scored on a six-point Likert scale varying between 
degrees of intensity, for example, from 1 ‘strongly disagree’ 
to 6 ‘strongly agree’. A higher response aggregate indicates 
higher levels of job embeddedness. 

Mitchell et al. (2001b) reported acceptable internal consistency 
reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) for links (6 items) a = 0.68, 
fit (7 items) a = 0.87 and sacrifice (10 items) a = 0.86. Various 
studies have reported the validity of the JES (Burton, Holtom, 
Sablynski, Mitchell & Lee, 2010; Halbesleben & Wheeler, 
2008; Mitchell et al., 2001b). Acceptable internal consistency 
reliability links (a = 0.79), fit (a = 0.81) and sacrifice (a = 0.88) 
were yielded in the present study. 

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES): The UWES 
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003) measures three integral aspects of 
work engagement. The UWES is a self-report instrument that 
includes three scales, namely vigour (e.g., ‘I am bursting with 
energy in my work’), dedication (e.g., ‘I find the work that I 
do full of meaning and purpose’), and absorption (e.g., ‘Time 
flies when I am working’). The response scale was scored on 
a seven-point Likert scale varying between poles of intensity, 
for example, from 0 ‘never’ to 6 ‘always’. Barkhuizen and 
Rothmann (2006) and Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) reported 
acceptable Cronbach alpha internal consistency reliability 
coefficients for the three subscales between 0.68 and 0.91. A 
South African study by Storm and Rothmann (2003) reported 
the following alpha coefficients for the three subscales: vigour 
(6 items) a = 0.78, dedication (5 items) a = 0.89 and absorption 
(6 items) a = 0.78. The UWES has been validated in several 
countries, including South Africa (Albrecht, 2013; Schaufeli & 
Bakker, 2003; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Storm & Rothmann, 2003). 
Acceptable internal consistency reliabilities were yielded for 
the three subscales: vigour a = 0.85, dedication a = 0.88 and 
absorption a = 0.87 in the present study.

The Turnover Intention Scale (TIS): The TIS (Mitchell et al., 
2001b), was used to measure employee intentions of leaving 
an organisation. The TIS is a self-report instrument that 
includes only three items. The response scale was scored on 
a six-point Likert scale varying between poles of intensity, 
for example, from 1 ‘strongly disagree’ to 6 ‘strongly agree’. 
An example of a statement from the TIS is ‘I intend to leave 
the organisation in the next 12 months’. Internal consistency 
reliability coefficient was reported as between 0.88 and 0.91 
(Al-Sharafi & Rajiani, 2013; Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2008; 
Mitchell et al., 2001b). An acceptable internal consistency 
reliability of a = 0.97 was yielded in this study.

Research procedure
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the higher 
education institution before the measuring instruments 
were distributed. Distribution was done using the contact 
information list of academics and support professionals 
working in the College of Economics and Management 

Sciences, which is available for use by employees in the 
institution. A purposively chosen group was requested to 
participate in the research by completing the JES, UWES 
and TIS questionnaires. The participants were approached 
directly and provided with a covering letter explaining the 
purpose of the study. Informed consent was obtained and it 
was emphasised that participation in the study was voluntary, 
anonymous and confidential. The participants were asked to 
return the completed questionnaire to the address provided. 
A sample of 153 usable questionnaires was returned.

Statistical analyses
The statistical analysis was conducted using the SPSS 
software, version 20.0.0 (SPSS, 2011). Descriptive, 
correlational and inferential statistics were used to analyse 
the data. The Cronbach alpha coefficient was used to assess 
the internal consistency reliability of each of the measuring 
instruments. Pearson’s product-moment correlations were 
performed to test the research hypothesis H1a. In order to 
counter the probability of a type 1 error, it was decided to 
set the significance value at a 95% confidence interval level 
(p ≤ 0.05). For the purposes of this study, r values larger 
than 0.30 (medium effect) (Cohen, 1992) were regarded as 
practically significant.

The relationship between the three variables was further 
analysed by performing multiple regression analyses to 
explore the proportion of variance in the dependent variable 
(turnover intention) that is explained by the independent 
variables (job embeddedness and work engagement) 
(Tredoux & Durrheim, 2013). The value of the adjusted R2 

(Fp ≤ 0.05) was used to interpret the results and R2 values 
larger than 0.13 (medium effect) (Cohen, 1992) were regarded 
as practically significant.

Results
Descriptive statistics

Table 1 provides the means, standard deviations, skewness, 
kurtosis and internal consistency reliability coefficients for 
the job embeddedness, work engagement and turnover 
intention variables. The results show that the reliability of 
the factors, as measured by Cronbach’s alpha, are all above 
0.70, which confirms the internal consistency of the items in a 
variable. In terms of the JES means and standard deviations, 
Table 1 shows that the total JES mean average score was 
(M = 4.50; SD = 0.78). Fit to the organisation obtained the 
highest mean score (M = 4.79; SD = 0.78), followed by sacrifice 
to the organisation (M = 4.28; SD = 0.92). The lowest mean 
score was obtained on the links to the organisation subscale 
(M = 4.27; SD = 0.93). The skewness and kurtosis values for 
the JES ranged between -0.02 and 0.49, excluding the fit to 
organisation skewness (-1.12) and kurtosis (1.47), thereby not 
falling within -1 and +1 normality range recommended for 
these coefficients (Howell, 2008).

In terms of the UWES means and standard deviations, 
Table 1 shows that the total UWES mean average score was 
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(M = 4.37; SD = 0.90). The dedication subscale obtained the 
highest mean score (M = 4.50; SD = 0.97) followed by vigour 
(M = 4.36; SD = 0.88). The lowest mean score was obtained on 
the absorption subscale (M = 4.30; SD = 0.98). The skewness 
and kurtosis values for the UWES ranged between -0.33 and 
0.25, thereby falling within the -1 and +1 normality range 
recommended for these coefficients (Howell, 2008).

The TIS was measured with three items. In terms of the mean 
and standard deviation, Table 1 shows that the total mean 
average score was (M = 1.98; SD = 1.44) which indicated 
a lower turnover intention score. The turnover intention 
skewness was (1.44) and kurtosis (1.04), thereby not falling 
within -1 and +1 normality range recommended for these 
coefficients (Howell, 2008).

Correlational statistics
As illustrated in Table 2, links, fit and sacrifice to organisation 
correlated significantly and positively with the work 
engagement sub-dimensions. The correlations varied from 
r = 0.39 to 0.48 (p < 0.000; medium practical effect size). Links 
to organisation had a significant correlation of medium 
practical effect size (r ≥ 0.30 < 0.49) with vigour (r = 0.48; 
p < 0.000), dedication (r = 0.48; p < 0.000) and absorption 
(r = 0.41; p < 0.000). Fit to organisation had a significant 
correlation of medium practical effect size (r ≥ 0.30 < 0.49) 
with vigour (r = 0.47; p < 0.000), dedication (r = 0.47; p < 0.000) 
and absorption (r = 0.41; p < 0.000). Sacrifice to organisation 
had a significant correlation of medium practical effect size 
(r ≥ 0.30 < 0.49) with vigour (r = 0.46; p < 0.000), dedication 
(r = 0.45; p < 0.000) and a moderate significant correlation 
with absorption (r = 0.39; p < 0.000). 

As illustrated in Table 2, links, fit and sacrifice to organisation 
correlated significantly and negatively with turnover 
intention. The correlations varied from r = -0.30 (p < 0.000; 
medium practical effect size) to r = -0.50 (p < 0.000; large 
practical effect size). The strongest negative significant 
correlation (r = -0.50; p < 0.000) was observed between links 
to organisation (r = -0.50; p < 0.000) and turnover intention. 
Fit to organisation had a negative significant correlation of 
medium practical effect size (r ≥ 0.30 < 0.49), whilst turnover 
intention (r = -0.30; p < 0.000) and sacrifice to organisation 
had a negative correlation with turnover intention (r = -0.42; 
p < 0.000; medium practical effect).

As illustrated in Table 3, vigour, dedication and absorption 
correlated significantly and negatively with turnover 
intention. The correlations varied from (r = -0.25; small 
practical effect size, p < 0.002) to (r = -0.37; medium practical 
effect size, p < 0.000). The strongest significant correlation 
(r = -0.37; p < 0.000; medium practical effect) was observed 
between dedication and turnover intention. Vigour had 
a negative significant correlation of small practical effect 
size with turnover intention (r = -0.29; p < 0.000), whereas 
absorption had a negative significant correlation (r = -0.25; 
small practical effect; p < 0.002) with turnover intention.

In Table 4 significant relationships were observed between 
total job embeddedness, work engagement and turnover 
intention (p < 0.000). A significant positive relationship 
(r = 0.51; large practical effect, p < 0.000) was observed 
between total job embeddedness and work engagement. A 
statistically significant negative relationship was observed 
between job embeddedness and turnover intention 
(r = -0.42; medium practical size, p < 0.000). Finally, a 
moderate negative statistically significant relationship was 
observed between total work engagement (r = -0.32; medium 
practical effect size, p < 0.000) and turnover intention.

The results provided sufficient evidence to support research 
hypothesis H1a: a statistically significant relationship exists 

TABLE 1: Descriptive statistics: Job Embeddedness Scale, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale and Turnover Intention Scale.
Measuring instrument subscales Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
JES 4.50 0.78 -0.91 0.49 0.90
Links 4.27 0.93 -0.58 -0.45 0.79
Fit 4.79 0.78 -1.12 1.47 0.81
Sacrifice 4.28 0.92 -0.70 -0.02 0.88
UWES 4.37 0.90 -0.51 0.04 0.95
Vigour 4.36 0.88 -0.33 -0.28 0.85
Dedication 4.50 0.97 -0.62 0.12 0.88
Absorption 4.30 0.98 -0.51 0.25 0.87
TIS 1.98 1.44 1.44 1.04 0.95

Note: n = 153
SD, significant difference; JES, Job Embeddedness Scale; UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale; TIS, Turnover Intention Scale.

TABLE 2: Pearson’s product-moment correlations: Job Embeddedness Scale, 
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale and Turnover Intention Scale.
Measuring instrument 
subscales

(JES) Links Fit Sacrifice

UWES
Vigour 0.48*++ 0.47*++ 0.46*++
Dedication 0.48*++ 0.47*++ 0.45*++
Absorption 0.41*++ 0.41*++ 0.39*++
TIS -0.50*+ -0.30*++ -0.42*++

Note: n = 153. 
JES, Job Embeddedness Scale; UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale; TIS, Turnover 
Intention Scale.
*, p < 0.001 (two-tailed); +, r ≥ 0.50 (large practical effect size); ++, r ≥ 0.30 < 0.49 (medium 
practical effect size).

TABLE 3: Pearson’s product-moment correlation: Utrecht Work Engagement 
Scale and Turnover Intention.
UWES Vigour Dedication Absorption
Turnover intention -0.29*++ -0.37*++ -0.25**+

Note: n = 153. 
UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale.
*, p < 0.001; **, p < 0.01 (two-tailed), +, r < 0.26 (small practical effect size); ++, r ≥ 0.30 < 
0.49 (medium practical effect size).
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between individuals’ job embeddedness, work engagement 
and turnover intention.

Multiple regression
Table 5 indicates that the regression models explained 
(R2 ≥ 0.13 ≤ 0.25) medium practical effect percentages of 
variance in the dependent variable (Cohen, 1992).

In terms of the JES variables, regression model 1 in Table 5 
shows that the JES variables explain 19% (R2 = 0.19; medium 
practical effect) of the variance in total turnover intention. 
Only links to organisation (< = -0.48; p = 0.06) contributed 
significantly and negatively in explaining the variance in 
total turnover intention. 

In terms of the UWES variables, regression model 2 in 
Table 5 shows that the UWES variables explain 13% (R2= 0.13; 
medium practical effect) of the variance in total turnover 
intention. Only dedication (< = -0.55; p = 0.001) contributed 
significantly and negatively in explaining the variance in 
total turnover intention.

The results provided sufficient evidence to support research 
hypothesis H2a: job embeddedness and work engagement 
significantly and negatively predict turnover intention.

Discussion
The study explored the relationship between job 
embeddedness, work engagement and turnover intention. 
Overall, the results indicated a significant relationship 
between the participants’ job embeddedness and work 
engagement. The results showed that the participants who 
had high levels of job embeddedness and work engagement 
had significantly lower turnover intentions. It appears from 
the results that employees who feel highly embedded in their 
jobs experience the need to stay in the organisation. Consistent 

with the findings of Halbesleben and Wheeler (2008) and 
Mitchell et al., (2001b), the present results suggest that strong 
formal or informal connections between an employee and 
institution or other people, the person’s fit with the job and 
organisation and the perceived personal losses (like giving 
up colleagues or interesting research projects) may result 
in keeping the employee in the institution. Similarly, those 
participants who are highly engaged in their jobs appear 
to have less intent to leave the institution. These results 
support the findings of Saks (2006) and Schaufeli and Bakker 
(2004), namely that engaged employees are likely to have a 
greater attachment to their organisation and have positive 
experiences, which leads to a lower propensity to leave the 
organisation.

The results suggest that job embeddedness is a stronger 
negative predictor of the participants’ turnover intention 
than work engagement. The findings are in agreement 
with those of Halbesleben and Wheeler (2008) who found 
job embeddedness to be a stronger negative predictor of 
turnover intention as compared to work engagement. In 
addition, the results suggest that the participants’ links were 
significantly negatively related to their turnover intention. 
Mitchell et al. (2001b) found that the more the number of 
links between the person and job or organisation the more 
he or she feels bound to the job and organisation. In relation 
to work engagement, the present results also showed that the 
participants’ dedication significantly contributed to lower 
turnover intention. A study conducted by Barkhuizen and 
Rothmann (2006) amongst academics supports these findings 
as they also reported relatively high levels of dedication 
amongst participants.

Overall, it can be concluded that high levels of job 
embeddedness (organisational links) and work engagement 
(dedication) lead to lower turnover intentions. The findings 
of this study contribute valuable new knowledge on the 
relationships between these variables, and they focus 

TABLE 4: Pearson’s product moment correlation: Job Embeddedness Scale, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale and Turnover Intention.
JES (N = 153) Total job embeddedness Total work engagement Turnover intention
Total job embeddedness - 0.51*+ -0.42*++
Total work engagement 0.51*+ - -0.32*++
Turnover intention -0.42*++ -0.32*++ -

Note: n = 153. 
JES, Job Embeddedness Scale.
*, p < 0.001 (two-tailed); +, r ≥ 0.50 (large practical effect size); ++, r ≥ 0.30, < 0.49 (medium practical effect size).

TABLE 5: Multiple regression analyses: Job Embeddedness Scale and Utrecht Work Engagement Scale versus Turnover Intention.
Variable Unstandardised coefficient Standardised coefficient t p F  Adjusted  

   
R

 b SE β
Model 1: JES (Constant) 5.01 0.69 - 7.23 0.000 12.39*** 0.19++ 0.45
Organisational links -0.76 0.40 -0.48 -1.90 0.06* - - -
Fit to organisation -0.02 0.19 -0.01 -0.10 0.92 - - -
Sacrifice to organisation 0.07 0.37 0.04 0.18 0.86 - - -
Model 2: UWES (Constant) 4.35 0.56 - 7.71 0.000 8.70*** 0.13++ 0.39
Vigour 0.02 0.30 0.01 0.07 0.95 - - -
Dedication -0.83 0.25 -0.55 -3.37 0.001*** - - -
Absorption 0.30 0.24 0.20 1.22 0.23 - - -

Note: n = 153. 
UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale; JES, Job Embeddedness Scale.
*, p < 0.10; **, p < 0.05; ***, p < 0.01; ****, p < 0.001; +, R2 < 0.12 (small practical effect size); ++, R2 ≥ 0.13, < 0.25 (medium practical effect size).
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attention on the practical implications of job embeddedness 
and work engagement in the retention of employees in the 
higher education context. 

Conclusion
Implications for human resource management
The findings confirm the need to consider job embeddedness 
and work engagement in the higher education context in 
order to understand employees’ turnover intention. In view 
of the argument that embedded and engaged employees 
demonstrate increased performance and lower intentions of 
leaving the organisation (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2008), it is 
suggested that the participating higher education institution 
and its management consider programmes for improving the 
embeddedness and engagement of its staff in order to reduce 
turnover intention. In this context, it is suggested that to help 
employees fit their jobs and the organisation better, as well 
as enabling them to build stronger links with colleagues, 
supervisor support is provided that gives guidelines, 
assistance, trust in and praise for subordinates (Bergiel, 
Nguyen, Clenney & Taylor, 2009). Employees are then likely 
to become more embedded in their jobs and less likely to 
leave their organisation (Mitchell et al., 2001a). The results 
showed that engaged and dedicated employees have lower 
turnover intention, so the higher education environment 
should be encouraged to help sustain employees’ vigour 
and dedication by providing, for example, meaningful work 
activities, flexible working arrangements, opportunities for 
growth and development and incentive compensation (Saks, 
2006; Van den Berg et al., 2008). 

The higher education institution in this study should explore 
the extent to which provision is made for personal and 
professional development. Embeddedness and engagement 
can be promoted through training programmes that target 
both organisational health and individual well-being so 
that a positive emotional climate is created in the workplace 
(Schaufeli & Salanova, 2008). Growth opportunities imply 
that employees have the chance to develop and demonstrate 
their potential, which may lead them to better fit their 
jobs and the organisation. Employees may thus be more 
embedded in their jobs and less likely to leave when there 
are opportunities for personal and professional development 
(Bergiel et al., 2009). Management could enhance engagement 
by coaching employees on setting goals, developing career 
plans, and by pointing out pitfalls and giving advice where 
necessary (Barkhuizen & Rothmann, 2006). In addition, job 
resources with a positive impact, such as feedback from the 
supervisor, collegial support, social contact and personal 
growth may result in higher levels of vigour and dedication 
amongst employees (Van den Berg et al., 2008). 

Mitchell et al. (2001a) suggest non-financial incentives such 
as sabbatical leave or flexible work schedules to enhance 
employee embeddedness. Socialisation tactics, network 
groups, mentoring to address early career needs for guidance, 
support, affirmation and developing a sense of belonging 
could actively embed newcomers in the organisation in an 

effort to reduce turnover intention (Allen, 2006; Freidman & 
Holtom, 2002). 

Limitations and recommendations 
for future research
This study used self-report questionnaires to gather data on 
all three measures at one point in time. The cross-sectional 
research design limits the possibility of drawing conclusions 
about the causal nature of the relationships and gives no idea 
of change in behaviour and perceptions over time. Hence 
it is recommended that future research uses a longitudinal 
design to examine the impact of job embeddedness and work 
engagement on employees’ turnover intention. Because 
this study was exploratory in nature and involved only a 
small non-probability purposive sample of participants, 
generalising the findings to the larger context of the higher 
education institution concerned, and to other occupational 
contexts cannot be done. However, the significant associations 
found between the variables of relevance to the study warrant 
future research with larger samples in other higher education 
institutions. Such studies could also consider comparing the 
results with other population groups in industry.

Despite these limitations, the results of this study provide 
valuable new insights regarding the relationship between job 
embeddedness, work engagement and turnover intention as 
they apply to the South African higher education context. 
The research also provides a platform for future studies 
using larger samples from within this sphere. 
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