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ABSTRACT 
 

Background – Employee engagement has become an increasingly important 

consideration for organizations, especially in light of high turnover issues faced by 

many due to the rising volatility of today’s job markets. Biomimicry, the discipline of 

taking lessons from nature to inspire solutions to human issues, has been steadily 

gaining mainstream attention and many organizations have now found it to be 

beneficial in improving organizational processes. One of the areas currently explored 

for organizational improvement is Natural Leadership, or leadership that seeks to 

emulate nature’s models, strategies, and solutions. 

Purpose – This paper set out to examine the potential effect of Natural Leadership on 

employee engagement to see if this could offer a novel approach to enhancing 

engagement. In the course of the research, a comparison of Natural Leadership against 

current leadership practices was also carried out to determine its distinctiveness from 

current approaches. 

Design/methodology/approach – Both the constructs of Natural Leadership and 

employee engagement were examined in detail using concept analysis. The resulting 

derived list of Natural Leadership characteristics and proposed model of drivers of 

engagement were subsequently compared to determine the effect of Natural Leadership 

on employee engagement and concept analysis used to glean a combination model of 

both concepts. 

Findings – Results indicate that Natural Leadership positively affects employee 

engagement on the whole, especially through the characteristics of networked, bottom-

up and inside-out, empowering, values-focused, and inspire. The comparison of NL 

against current leadership practices yielded that it seems to be a form of normative 

leadership but offers a novelty in its combination of three ‘empowering’ forms of 

leadership. Further research on the area is encouraged to contest the limitations of this 

study and possibly provide additional insights to how Natural Leadership can enhance 

employee engagement.  

Originality/value – This study provides further understanding on Natural Leadership 

and employee engagement and its drivers and how they are linked. This could provide 

practical guidance to organizations on the characteristics desirable for leadership to 

enhance engagement and on the areas of focus to drive engagement. 

Keywords  Employee engagement, Biomimicry, Natural Leadership 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Employee Engagement 

 

―I‘m not going to have the monkeys running the zoo.‖ 

- Former Chairman, Eastern Airlines, discussing worker 

participation, cited in Swetnam and Swetnam (2010). 

 

Some of the most successful business organizations today are the ones who have let the 

monkeys do just that. Others still reliant on lone zookeepers to keep things at bay are 

now having second thoughts, especially in light of these turbulent times. But there is a 

catch to this monkey business – bananas are no longer enough to keep the monkeys 

happy and effectively running the zoo. Not when other zoos are calling and better 

bananas offered. Much scratching of heads has and is continuing to take place in 

attempts to discover the secret to successfully keeping the monkeys committed and out 

of mischief with the competition. 

 

Today‘s rapidly changing business environment poses tremendous challenges and even 

the question of survival for many organizations. Rising phenomena such as 

globalization, technology, and increased connectivity have completely changed the 

landscape of doing business but a competitive weapon that remains prime in an 

organization‘s arsenal to face such challenges is its workforce. In fact, an organization 

is only as good as its people and as a result, the war for talent has heated up, with many 

employees constantly tempted with seemingly better ‗bananas‘. Hence, the question on 

how to keep employees engaged has become a crucial one, especially since many 

studies have been conducted that link employee engagement to improved retention, 

productivity, and organizational performance. 
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1.2 Natural Leadership 

 

―If you wish to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first 

invent the universe.‖ 

- Sagan (1980). 

 

Thankfully we do not have to invent the universe but Sagan does have a point. There is 

nothing quite like the smell of warm, freshly baked apple pie cooling on a windowsill 

and it is amazing what can be achieved from the gifts nature has bestowed. So perhaps 

the key to engagement, like the wonderful smell of the pie, can be traced back to nature, 

where it all begins, and where many remarkable (not to mention, delicious) inventions 

have been derived. This echoes the essence of biomimicry which is the discipline of 

obtaining lessons from nature to inspire innovative solutions to human issues.  

 

It can be argued that biomimicry has been present since early man, but its application in 

the business context has only started gaining interest in recent years. This has been 

firmly gathering speed however, in light of the drastic changes in the business landscape 

over the last decade. Organizations are beginning to realize that the current model of 

doing business is increasingly unsustainable in this resource-constrained world and 

consistently unpredictable business environment. In exploring alternatives, biomimicry 

could very well hold the key to running business sustainably into the next century and 

beyond. It encourages adoption of properties based on nature‘s principles such as being 

resilient, optimising, adaptive, systems-based, values-based, and life supporting and it is 

believed that this would lead to organizations that are more fluid and responsive to the 

changing circumstances. The style of leadership encouraged to steer such organizations 

is Natural Leadership. This is leadership inspired by nature and hence strives to emulate 

nature‘s models, strategies, and solutions with the desire to improve organizational 

management. Such leadership is believed to be inspiring and empowering, placing 

importance on values and people development, and creating room for trust and 

accountability.  

 

This exciting new prospect and the pressing need for more engagement in organizations 

led to the exploration of making the connection between the two – would Natural 

Leadership provide the ultimate answer to employee engagement? Apple pie for the 
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monkeys perhaps? The next section discusses in more detail how this has shaped the 

aims of this research. 

 

1.3 Research Aims and Objectives 

 

As discussed above, this research was undertaken with the aim of potentially proposing 

further insights into how employee engagement could be strengthened in organizations. 

The timely rise in importance of biomimicry and Natural Leadership spurred the 

connections and led to the exploration of the question of whether this could be a way to 

improve employee engagement. This was eventually condensed into the purpose of this 

research which is to investigate the potential effect of Natural Leadership on employee 

engagement. This investigation will involve identifying characteristics of Natural 

Leadership and drivers of employee engagement and determining the impact of these 

characteristics on the drivers to form a conclusion on whether Natural Leadership does 

affect employee engagement. 

 

Apart from the possibility of offering fresh perspectives on improving employee 

engagement, the findings of the research could assist organizations in determining if a 

shift in current leadership style to Natural Leadership is advantageous. If Natural 

Leadership indeed affects employee engagement and organizations decide to implement 

this, it would also mean closer alignment with social and environmental purposes (a 

virtue of Natural Leadership) and this would take the organizations one step closer to 

becoming truly sustainable businesses. In parallel with this, it was considered prudent to 

compare Natural Leadership against current leadership practices with the purpose to 

determine if there are similar elements in order to make the task of implementing 

Natural Leadership less daunting to organizations, especially if they are already 

practicing some of these elements. It was also considered that this comparison would 

help determine if Natural Leadership is indeed a unique form of leadership with distinct 

elements which could offer new and exciting practices on leadership. 
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1.4 Research Structure 

 

The research was carried out based on the two major concepts, Natural Leadership and 

employee engagement. Hence, Chapters 2 and 3 cover the literature review on Natural 

Leadership and employee engagement respectively to gain a better understanding of 

both constructs and to determine what has currently been researched to form the basis 

for analysis in later stages. Prior to the analysis however, it was necessary to outline the 

methodology and methodological issues of research and this was laid out in Chapter 4. 

This explanation on how the research was carried out and its limitations provide the 

background on how conclusions were reached in the literature review and analysis 

portions.  

 

As discussed under the research aims and objectives, it was necessary to determine the 

characteristics of Natural Leadership and the drivers of employee engagement in order 

to carry out the analysis on the potential link later. The literature review on Natural 

Leadership offered a relatively fixed list of characteristics due to the limited sources but 

the literature review on employee engagement revealed a variety of models and drivers 

and there was a need to collate the information gathered into a single usable framework 

for later analysis. Chapter 5 hence outlines this proposed model and the justifications 

for its components. With all the information at hand, Chapter 6 proceeds to analyze the 

link between Natural Leadership and employee engagement which determines the 

resolution to the main aim of this research and further goes on to study this potential 

link using a biomimicry perspective (looking to nature to inform further understanding 

of the topic) to see if it can yield additional insights. Chapter 7 ties it all in by 

summarizing the findings from the study and the implications, discussing the limitations 

faced and implications of this on the conclusions reached, and listing briefly the 

proposed next steps. In closing, Chapter 8 offers the final conclusion reached from the 

research that has been carried out. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW – NATURAL LEADERSHIP 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

The literature review will comprise two chapters describing the main topics of Natural 

Leadership (NL) and Employee Engagement (EE) to provide a theoretical base for 

understanding and deriving an outcome for the study. In line with the research aim to 

determine if NL enhances EE, a detailed study of what has currently been researched on 

both topics is essential to form the basis for later investigation of potential links.  

 

This chapter will seek to define leadership in the context of this paper and provide an 

overview of biomimicry to set the stage for a detailed account of NL. Following this, 

there will be a comparison between NL and current leadership practices to provide 

further understanding on it and where it stands today. 

 

2.2 Leadership 

 

―…leadership is like the Abominable Snowman, whose 

footprints are everywhere but who is nowhere to be seen.‖ 

- Bennis and Nanus (1985). 

 

The definition of leadership has been hotly contested since the concept was introduced 

centuries ago and till today, there is no one definition that has been agreed upon by all. 

However, in the attempt to provide a definition for the purposes of this paper, Uhl-

Bien‘s (2006) interpretation of it as ―a social process through which emergent 

coordination (i.e. evolving social order) and change (i.e. new values, attitudes, 

approaches, behaviours, ideologies, etc.) are constructed and produced‖ seems apt. It 

broadly covers the forms of existing and emerging leadership styles and will hence be 

adopted as the preferred definition for this paper. 

 

There have also been many contentions on the distinction between leaders and managers. 

McFetridge and Williamson (2011) state that ―there is a close relationship between 

leadership and management but they are not synonymous‖. They go on to expound that 

managers oversee the bottom line whereas leaders tend towards the ―big picture, core 
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beliefs and collective presence‖. Kotter (1990) believes management copes with 

complexity while leadership copes with change. Many studies have shown however, 

that ‗management‘ and ‗leadership‘ are an integral part of the same job. Mintzberg 

(1975) categorizes leadership as just part of a multifaceted management role. For the 

purposes of this paper, it is believed that leadership and management are two different 

elements but that an individual will need to do both interchangeably in the course of 

work as the situations see fit i.e. fit for purpose. 

 

2.3 Biomimicry 

 

―Except during the nine months before he draws his first 

breath, no man manages his affairs as well as a tree does‖.  

- Shaw (1903). 

 

The quote here by Shaw, provides (albeit with a dash of humor) a possibly very true 

reason why biomimicry has risen in importance in this day and age. Biomimicry, in 

essence, is the discipline of taking lessons from nature to inform inspirational and 

innovative solutions to human issues. Benyus (1997) defines biomimicry as a ―new 

science that studies nature's models and then imitates or takes inspiration from these 

designs and processes to solve human problems". She articulates that 3.8 billion years of 

evolution has developed and streamlined highly efficient systems and processes in 

nature and studying how they work could provide useful solutions to issues faced by 

humans. Her book on the topic kicked off mainstream interest which has been steadily 

increasing in recent years. This discipline however is not a new one. For example, the 

invention of the aeroplane back in 1903 was a derivation from observations of pigeons 

in flight (Howard, 1998). From such successes in the past, this age-old remedy is again 

proving its worth in today‘s business environment. It provides a radical alternative to 

the increasingly unsustainable current industrial model of progress and can be applied to 

improve all aspects of business. Biomimicry-inspired innovations have propelled 

businesses such as Interface into the limelight and to top the market in what they do 

(Posner, 2009). Spurred by the benefits of biomimicry for business success, many 

businesses have also widened the scope of its usage from the development of innovative 

technologies into proposed improvements in organizational structures, systems, and 
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processes. Indeed, it seems that the words by Shaw might merit justification afterall in 

light of the numerous advancements man has made in his ‗management of affairs‘ 

through biomimicry and that the time has come to fully leverage and launch this. 

 

2.4 Natural Leadership 

 

As mentioned previously, there has been a growing interest in businesses to explore the 

usage of biomimicry on organizational structures, systems, and processes. An area of 

particular interest has been leadership, in line with the importance of its role in an 

organization. Hence, relevant research has been carried out and the term ‗Natural 

Leadership‘ has been coined to depict such leadership, or rather, leadership which 

emulates nature‘s models, strategies, and solutions to inform improvements in the 

current organizational style of leadership. DeLuca et al. (2010) state that the old model 

of doing business which was based on the military organizations is becoming 

increasingly unfit for a resource-constrained world and rapidly changing business 

environment. They contend that the ―Firm of the Future‖ needs to be resilient to these 

changes and that the way to do this is to be ―more akin to a dynamic living organism‖. 

This involves adopting properties such as being resilient, optimising, adaptive, systems-

based, values-based, and life supporting which is in contradiction to the ―Firm of the 

Past‖, characterized by monolithic, hierarchical structures, and where command-and-

control is the order of the day. Leadership in the ―Firm of the Future‖ needs to develop 

a management style that focuses on ―inspiration and vision, on collaboration and values, 

on people development and on creating room for trust and accountability‖. This 

involves a shift from ―an individual and intellectual skill towards a combination of 

intellectual, emotional and spiritual skills‖. 

 

In reviewing the literature on NL, several themes seemed to form around the 

characteristics necessary for such leadership, indicating the required evolution in 

leadership for effective leading of firms of the future. They will now be discussed in 

detail: 
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 Networked 

Firms of the future will be more fluid with less rigid hierarchies. They will be a system 

of interconnected people with dynamic leadership styles. According to McFetridge and 

Williamson (2011), leaf-cutting ants in Texas do not have a leader or time for 

―inefficient leadership or management structures‖. They have sophisticated 

communication systems which enables ―an optimum balance between group behavior 

versus self-interest and shared goals/values‖. They also state that the ―Firm of the 

Future will require networked leadership to be truly successful in the interconnected 

age‖. A further example from nature of migrating geese is illustrated, where it is 

believed that individual members only know parts of the route and that leadership 

rotates dynamically among the members according to which member is most able to 

perform based on their unique skills at different parts of the route. Drawing similarities 

to business, there should be ―multi-directional mobility‖ where ―leaders are allowed to 

emerge temporarily‖ when the situation warrants their select skills, and when the 

leadership requirements change, for ―seamless pathways‖ to be provided from that 

position into another which optimizes their skills. Leaders will also need to realize the 

power of being ‗networked‘ with both internal and external stakeholders. Kokubun and 

Hutchins (2011) explain that although we do not consume all plants that surround us, 

they still have value to us as ―they form part of complex, interdependent networks of 

partnerships, whose contribution to the whole creates value for us‖. Similarly, to 

respond optimally to the constantly changing business landscape, different 

combinations of internal and external stakeholders could assemble into ―temporary 

optimized teams‖ to carry out required goals and then disband back into the ―networked 

web‖ once the task is accomplished. 

 

 Bottom-Up and Inside-Out 

DeLuca and Bramley (2010) state that most business structures are still top-down 

hierarchies and that this undermines ―the knowledge, learning, and real-time 

responsiveness capabilities in their employees‖. McFertridge and Williamson (2011) 

explain that in such a structure, the leader sits at the top and carefully controls the flow 

of knowledge, information and resources to those below. This may have been effective 

in the past, but with an increasingly challenging business environment, it is becoming 

―less effective and even inhibitory‖. They state that future leaders will need to ―nurture 



 

14 

 

leadership at all levels, distributed across multiple organizations and directed not just 

downwards but in all directions‖. DeLuca and Hutchins (2011) elucidate that top-down 

control-based management needs to be the exception rather than the rule, calling for 

bottom-up empowerment to be the new norm. According to Bonabeau and Meyer 

(2001), ―swarm intelligence‖ is the collective behaviour that emerges from a group of 

social insects. Individually they have meagre intelligence, they work with no 

supervision, and yet collectively they can achieve remarkable outcomes. One of the 

reasons these insects are believed to be able to do this is self-organization or 

performance of activities that are ―neither centrally controlled nor locally supervised‖. 

This is perhaps the most powerful insight from swarm intelligence – that complex 

collective behaviour can emerge from individuals just following a set of simple rules on 

their own. Drawing parallels to organizations, the power of employees collectively 

should never be underestimated – if each individual is personally invested in the cause, 

the whole organization easily becomes personally invested in the outcome, inspiring 

great movements in the right direction. 

 

In terms of looking ‗inside-out‘, Kokubun and Hutchins (2011) believe in creating a 

working environment conducive to collaboration and creativity as a strategic weapon. 

They assert that such an environment is needed to manage change and drive innovation 

and that allowing it to ―flourish and evolve across the organization and business 

ecosystem‖ will eventually be ―a fundamental characteristic and pre-determinate of 

success‖, or the ―defining characteristic‖ between organizations that survive and prosper 

and those that perish. 

 

 Empowering 

McFetridge and Williamson (2011) assert that a business that adopts transformational 

leadership is well placed to adapt into a business inspired by nature. In studying 

transformational leadership, they state that it places a greater emphasis on the needs of 

employees and in maximizing their potential. They also add that it focuses on 

―developing and challenging people to achieve their greatest potential, on trusting and 

enabling them to use their own insights and intuition to adapt their own behaviour to 

meet the shared goals of the organization‖. Biomimicry for Creative Innovation (BCI), a 

collective of professional change agents, biologists and design professionals, proposed 
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the 5E Cycle which outlines five steps firms can follow to transform themselves using 

processes and products inspired by nature. One of the elements in the 5E Cycle is 

‗Empower‘ which states to create conditions that empower people internal and external 

to the firm with skills, knowledge, and understanding to carry out the vision and values. 

More specifically, a firm inspired by nature should ―create conditions to make the most 

of the unique capacities of each person‖. This follows one of the key principles of 

nature of creating conditions conducive to life rather than damaging it and picking up 

the cost later (BCI, 2011). 

 

 Values-Focused 

DeLuca et al. (2010) state that in the Firm of the Future, the essence of the business 

needs to be social, economic, and environmental value creation and that this emerges 

from a set of core values based on a common sense of purpose. The term provided for 

driving such a business is ―values-based leadership‖. DeLuca and Hutchins (2011) state 

that the ―values and culture that drive behaviours which emulate the organization‘s 

unity of purpose are the critical success factors for the Firm of the Future‖. In drawing 

relation between organizational culture and soil, they mention that monoculture 

(expansive growing of a single crop) erodes soil nutrients and needs to be replaced with 

poly-culture (growing multiple crops) which ensures health of the soil, explaining that 

managers need to be freed from the top-down control-based approach to become 

―leaders that inspire change, encourage creativity, and lead by example, enriching the 

culture through values-based leadership‖.  

 

McFetridge and Williamson (2011) claim that leadership inspired by nature sets 

organizational goals that reflect a more complete understanding of reality and the 

unique values of the organization. They give the example of seaweed which is battered 

by winds, waves, tides, and currents but still somehow manages to survive and not get 

pulled up. It does this by swirling with the currents (representing demands of the 

organization from all directions) and because it is always attached to a rock 

(representing values). Another example of such leadership is taken from wolves. A 

pack‘s shared value is group survival, and all behaviour including the leader‘s, has to be 

aligned into delivering this outcome. The leader will be replaced if he does not do his 
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job well or is no longer fit for purpose and ―lone wolves‖ who do not share the pack‘s 

values leave the group.  

  

 Inspiring 

As discussed under the previous point, DeLuca and Hutchins (2011) call for managers 

to be freed to become ―leaders that inspire change‖ and expound that a shift is needed 

from applied management to ―inspirational leadership, community-based leadership, 

rotating leadership‖. McFetridge and Williamson (2011), in listing steps on how to 

emulate NL, state that there is a need to inspire instead of manage people and that 

―value visions‖ should be set instead of ―goal visions‖, that a leader needs to possess an 

understanding of himself and his values and let this drive his goals and actions.  

 

 Diversity 

DeLuca et al. (2010) mention that this new decade we are entering into requires radical 

business transformation due to disruptive internal and external drivers, with one of the 

external drivers being increasing socio-cultural diversity in firms brought about partly 

from globalization and digitalization. Instead of viewing this as a problem, firms should 

use the opportunity to leverage such diversity to their advantage to build resilience (a 

principle of nature that reflects the ability to bounce back from disturbances, and even 

leveraging them as opportunities) (BCI, 2011). Another principle of nature is to 

optimize, rather than maximize or minimize and one of the ways it does this is through 

creating complexity and diversity (BCI, 2011). DeLuca and Hutchins (2011) state that a 

―diversity of strategies, approaches, forms and functions within a unity of purpose‖ is 

key in the Firm of the Future. To bring this about, McFetridge and Williamson (2011) 

state that ―new leadership models are needed that leverage the full capacity and 

diversity of their workforce‖, adding that ―natural leadership fosters and leverages 

diversity‖. Kokubun and Hutchins (2011) in describing that crops from monoculture 

(expansive growing of a single crop) provide less goodness, state that ―a diversity of life 

forms and interplays of plants, animals and microorganisms that enhance the quality of 

the harvest, as well as improving the overall  resilience of the ecosystem supporting that 

harvest, are needed to produce the optimal final outcome‖. As DeLuca and Hutchins 

(2011) sum up, ―the soul of a healthy business is built from diverse inputs through a 

diversity of contributors giving rise to a rich culture‖. 
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 Opportunity-Driven 

According to McFetridge and Williamson (2011) leadership shaped by conventional 

thinking is risk-based but business context is changing to a point where the probability 

and impact of risks is increasingly difficult to meaningfully assess. One of nature‘s 

principles is to build resilience and one of the ways it does this is by treating change and 

disturbance as opportunities rather than risks or threats. Another principle is to adapt 

and one of the ways this is done is in ―being resourceful and opportunistic when 

resource availability changes‖ (BCI, 2011). The leaf-cutting ants in Texas are 

opportunistic - depending on the challenge or opportunity, the whole colony makes 

calculations quickly and precisely for route efficiency, adjusting their resources 

accordingly to optimize the situation (McFetridge and Williamson, 2011). 

 

 Courage-Based 

Parkin (2010) speaks about leaders as being ―positive deviants‖ or ―people who do the 

right thing for sustainability despite being surrounded by the wrong institutional 

structures, the wrong processes and stubbornly uncooperative people‖. NL is based on 

―optimizing abundance for the business, the business ecosystem, the community, and 

natural ecosystems‖ (McFetridge and Williamson, 2011) and this requires courage in an 

organizational setting even partially opposed to any of these parts. DeLuca and 

Hutchins (2011) articulate that the transition to being a Firm of the Future requires time 

and energy, ―at a time when many are fearful; tightly clinging to the trusted methods 

they know best‖ in the Firm of the Past. Thus they mention that ―courageous values-

based leadership‖ is needed in the face of ―fear-based risk-mitigated management‖.  

 

2.5 Summary of Natural Leadership Literature Review 

 

Biomimicry offers a new way of viewing and valuing nature (Benyus, 1997) which can 

provide answers to issues faced by organizations, and this is timely help with the current 

volatility in the business environment. Leadership capable of steering the organization 

through such changes is vital and biomimicry has produced guidelines on leadership 

characteristics essential for taking on this task. NL is about being authentic, setting 

goals in line with this authenticity and values, communicating it, empowering 
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employees, and then letting go and allowing them to bring the organization towards 

positive outcomes. It sets the desired goals and then creates the conditions necessary to 

allow movement towards the desired outcomes, similar to nature setting conditions 

conducive to life, then allowing life to blossom and flourish on its own. McFetridge and 

Williamson (2011) state that there are an infinite variety of leadership models from 

nature with each optimally suited and fit for purpose for each particular context and at 

any given time. According to this point, NL is leadership that is fit for purpose, where 

different styles adhere for different types of organizations and situations – hence it is 

adapted accordingly for each context. McFetridge and Williamson (2011) also sum up 

eloquently that NL is ―flexible and fluid, agile and adaptable, responsive and resilient‖ 

and that all the models have in common a ―deep local attunement, perfect synchronicity 

with the larger environment, and the intention to lead to the most effective collective 

actions‖. 

 

2.6 Natural Leadership vs. Current Leadership 

 

As an extension to the literature review on NL, it was considered important to compare 

this form of leadership against literature on current leadership practices to determine 

links (if any) to form a better understanding of NL. Is NL indeed a unique form of 

leadership? Or is it just existing leadership practices masquerading under a new 

disguise? This section will seek to answer such questions by comparing the earlier 

identified leadership characteristics for NL with current leadership practices to 

determine if there are similarities. Apart from providing further understanding, 

clarification on this would shed light on the position and novelty of NL among current 

practices. This would further resolve whether it is necessary to adopt such an approach 

in practice, especially if it is found to already be in existence, albeit in slightly different 

forms. 

  

2.6.1 Comparison between Natural Leadership and Current Leadership 

 

Prior to making the comparison, a definition of current leadership practices is in order. 

Bolden (2004) states that theory and practice within an applied field like leadership are 

―inextricably related‖ and goes on to discuss some of the most influential theories in 
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existence. This includes theories like the trait approach from the start of the twentieth 

century all the way to transformational leadership which has become popular in this 

dynamic era of change. This report will base its definition of current leadership 

practices on Bolden‘s (2004) extensive list and further include ‗authentic leadership‘, a 

new form of leadership which only came to prominence recently. For consistency, the 

same author in collaboration with others in more recent work, mention Luthans and 

Avolio‘s (2003) definition of ‗authentic leadership‘ which suggests that ―individuals 

must develop an awareness of their fundamental values and purpose, which can act as a 

moral compass‖, and which can positively affect and transform those under them into 

leaders as well (Bolden et al., 2011). 

 

Figure 1 below lists the NL leadership characteristics and the respective current 

leadership practices believed to correlate with them. 

 

NL characteristics Current leadership practice 

Networked Distributed 

Bottom-up and Inside-Out Authentic, Distributed, Transformational 

Empowering Authentic, Distributed, Transformational 

Values-Focused Authentic, Transformational 

Inspire Authentic, Transformational 

Diversity Transformational 

Opportunity-Driven Transformational 

Courage-Based Transformational, Others 

Figure 1: Comparison of NL against Current Leadership Practices 

 

An explanation of the comparison for each NL characteristic will now be undertaken. 

Distilled keywords for each characteristic from the earlier literature review are listed as 

a reminder of the essence of each and to provide clearer understanding of the 

connections: 

 

 Networked 

Keywords: less hierarchy, interconnectedness, temporary leaders/teams 

Comparison: Bolden et al. (2011) state that the image of ‗distributed leadership‘ is one 

of leadership being ―widely dispersed‖. This suggests that ―leadership is an emergent 
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property of a group or network of interacting individuals; there is an openness to the 

boundaries of leadership; and that varieties of expertise are distributed across the many, 

not the few (Bennett et al., 2003, cited in Bolden et al., 2011). This also puts forth the 

notion that leadership practice is shaped through the interactions of people and their 

situation, rather than from an individual leader‘s actions (Spillane, 2004). Klein et al. 

(2006) describe ‗dynamic delegation‘ used by emergency care teams which enables 

different levels of staff to step fluidly into and out of leadership roles as the situation 

sees fit, illustrating ‗shared leadership‘. Leithwood et al. (2006) explains this, stating 

that ‗distributed leadership‘ is a form of ‗shared leadership‘. Bolden et al. (2011) add 

that this form of leadership is dynamic, relational and ―contextually situated‖. 

Verdict: This characteristic seems to fit under distributed leadership. 

 

 Bottom-Up and Inside-Out 

Keywords: all levels, distributed, collaboration, innovation 

Comparison: Bolden et al. (2011) speak of ‗distributed leadership‘ as a form of 

leadership where ―responsibility is dissociated from formal organizational roles, and 

people at all levels are given the opportunity to influence the overall direction and 

functioning of the organization‖. They also mention that it is characterized by 

inclusiveness and collaboration. This ties in closely to bottom-up empowerment which 

is described in the literature review as leadership being nurtured at all levels and in all 

directions. In terms of inside-out strategizing, Quinn (2005) states that one of the likely 

requirements of authentic leadership is to be ―more adaptive and creative in response to 

wider external influences‖ while transformational leadership followers are normally 

inspired to be more innovative and creative (Bass, 1990; Lowe, Kroeck and 

Sivasubramaniam, 1996). 

Verdict: Bottom-up empowerment seems to fit under distributed leadership; Inside-out 

strategizing seems to fit under authentic and transformational leadership. 

 

 Empowering 

Keywords: people development, trust, shared goals, conducive conditions 

Comparison: Burns (1978) introduced the notion of ‗transforming‘ leadership and 

extolled as one of its main qualities the leader‘s ability to motivate and empower 

followers. Drath (2001) on the other hand, in putting forth that leadership emerges from 
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the collective (distributed), stated the sea as an example, with leaders as the white caps 

of the waves and people as the mass of water where the leaders originate from and 

where the true power and force lies. Pearce and Conger (2003) speak along the same 

lines, explaining ‗shared‘ leadership to be ―a dynamic, interactive influence process 

among individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to the 

achievement of group or organizational goals or both‖. Authentic leadership was also 

found to portray empowerment, as one of the probable requirements of authentic leaders 

is to act ―in a way which puts the needs of the organization as a whole above their own‖ 

(Quinn, 2005). Authentic leaders also emphasize ―the importance of developing 

transparent, trusting and genuine relationships‖ (Cartwright and Holmes, 2006). In 

addition, George (2003) states that authentic leaders hold a genuine desire to serve 

others and are more interested in empowering the people they lead to make a difference.  

Verdict: This characteristic seems to fit under transformational, distributed, and 

authentic leadership. 

 

 Values-Focused 

Keywords: core values, triple bottom line, common purpose, driving behaviours 

Comparison: Maak (2007) asserts that stakeholders expect business leaders to take 

responsibility to ensure their organizations are contributing towards a more sustainable 

future, helping to solve social and environmental issues instead of adding to it. He 

further articulates responsible leadership as ―transforming leadership‖, stating that such 

leadership ―depends on the mutual pursuit of business leaders and stakeholders alike to 

achieve higher-level goals based on a shared vision of the role of business in society‖. 

This reflects the unity of purpose critical for the Firm of the Future. Leaders however 

should first align their personal values and sense of purpose as this will act as a compass 

for their actions (George, 2003; Kouzes and Posner, 2002; Luthans and Avolio, 2003). 

Avolio and Gardner (2005) emphasize the relational nature of authentic leadership 

(relating to other stakeholders) while May et al. (2003) assert that authentic leaders 

possess a deep sense of their role as a leader carrying the responsibility to act morally 

and in the best interests of others.  

Verdict: This characteristic seems to fit under transformational and authentic leadership. 
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 Inspiring 

Keywords: values, genuine 

Comparison: Bass and Avolio (1994), in identifying the four ‗I‘s that distinguished 

―transformational‖ from the more traditional leadership thinking (―transactional‖) listed 

―inspirational motivation‖ as one of the ‗I‘s. Inspirational motivation involves 

motivating and inspiring by providing meaning, optimism, and enthusiasm for a vision. 

Bolden et al. (2011) state that ‗transformational leadership‘ is about ―inspirational 

interpersonal influence‖ while Attridge (2009) brings it further, explaining that a 

‗transformational‘ leader ―inspires and motivates‖ and ―shows real interest in the needs 

of the workers‖. To inspire however, requires firstly an understanding of oneself and 

one‘s core values. Quinn (2005) articulates that one of the likely requirements of 

authentic leadership is displaying behaviours congruent with inner core values. Bolden 

et al. (2011), in speaking about authentic leadership, mention that ―aligning behaviour 

with personal values, and constantly self-monitoring to ensure consistency‖ will result 

in ―transparency of moral outlook which will inspire followers‖. 

Verdict: This characteristic seems to fit under transformational and authentic leadership. 

 

 Diversity 

Keywords: rich mix, opportunity, optimization, leveraging 

Comparison: Stone, Russell and Patterson (2003) state that transformational leaders 

recognize and demonstrate acceptance of their followers‘ individual differences. Bass 

(1999) provides a more detailed account of diversity in transformational leadership, 

articulating that such leaders are expected to ―envisage a culturally competent 

organization, to inspire confidence in its achievement, to use intellectual stimulation to 

encourage new ways of dealing with the increasing diversity of their followers and to be 

empathetic with their followers‘ different needs as individually considerate leaders‖. 

Verdict: This characteristic seems to fit under transformational leadership. 

 

 Opportunity-Driven 

Keywords: resilience, adapt, resource 

Comparison: Lowe, Kroeck and Sivasubramaniam (1996) state that transformational 

leaders ―seek opportunities in the face of risk‖ while Avolio and Bass (1988) articulate 

that they do not just react to environmental circumstances but that they attempt to shape 
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them. They add that such leaders tend to turn threats into opportunities to learn, 

develop, and grow potential. Jaskyte (2004) also supports the notion, asserting that 

transformational leaders challenge familiar processes by ―searching for new 

opportunities, experimenting, and taking risks‖. 

Verdict: This characteristic seems to fit under transformational leadership. 

 

 Courage-Based 

Keywords: positive deviants, persistence 

Comparison: House and Podsakoff (1996) state that transformational leaders display 

determination and persistence and that this demonstrates courage which in return 

inspires and empowers their followers. These views are echoed by other authors such as 

Ackoff (1998) and Mendonca (2001). There is also literature listing courage as a virtue 

or competency of leadership in general (Barker and Coy, 2003; Bolden, 2006). 

Verdict: This characteristic seems to fit under transformational leadership and 

leadership in general. 

 

2.6.2 Summary of Natural Leadership vs. Current Leadership 

 

Each NL characteristic seemed to be able to fit under a current leadership practice, with 

particular emphasis on authentic, distributed and transformational leadership. This 

indicates that NL might not be unique in this sense since parallels can be drawn to 

current leadership practices. However, it uses these approaches interchangeably – it is 

‗fit for purpose‘, calling for different combinations of leadership at any given time 

depending on the context. Despite that, there is still a lack of exclusivity as this bears 

resemblance to ‗normative leadership‘ which describes approaches that ―endeavour to 

prescribe the most effective form of leadership intervention for a given situation‖ 

(Bolden et al., 2011). It can be reasoned however, that although NL seems to be a form 

of normative leadership of current practices, it does still lend a refreshing view in its 

unique blend of three ‗empowering‘ forms of leadership which differ from the variables 

and structure used in other forms of normative leadership. Based on these premises, it 

will be emphasized that there is still merit in exploring NL further. This comparison was 

limited only to its characteristics and a more holistic angle might lead to the discovery 

of more unique distinctions. 
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW – EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

We have defined NL and its characteristics and performed a comparison of this against 

current leadership practices. It is now necessary to ‗engage‘ with EE to understand this 

construct better as both topics will be needed for later analysis work. 

 

This chapter seeks to provide an understanding of EE and the drivers that encourage it. 

Its importance, definition, models, and drivers will be studied and discussed. It should 

be put forth that a broad range of topics are covered in order to provide a full overview 

and hence only a brief mention will be undertaken for some of the topics. 

 

3.2 Why Employee Engagement 

 

EE has been steadily gaining attention in the field of human resources in the wake of 

claims that it has significant effects on employee and organizational outcomes (Bates, 

2004; Baumruk, 2004; Harter, Schmidt and Hayes, 2002; Richman, 2006). In employee 

outcomes, engagement was found to highly affect role performances and hence the 

resulting accomplishments at work (Kahn, 1990; Schaufeli, Taris and Bakker, 2006). 

Studies carried out by the Corporate Leadership Council (2004) validated links between 

engagement and productivity (57 per cent increase in discretionary effort) and between 

engagement and turnover (87 per cent decrease in stated inclination to leave the 

organization). In terms of organizational performance, Salanova, Agut and Peiró (2005) 

found engagement positively related to customer satisfaction while Xanthopoulou et al. 

(2009) established its effective impact on financial returns.  

 

3.3 Definition of Employee Engagement 

 

There are many definitions of EE and while these definitions might seem very similar to 

more established constructs such as organizational commitment and organizational 

citizenship behaviour (Robinson, Perryman and Hayday, 2004), research has shown that 

it can be distinguished from these and other related concepts (Hallberg and Schaufeli, 

2006; Maslach, Schaufeli and Leiter, 2001). Out of the many definitions of EE that 
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currently exist, some common themes manifest such as emotional and intellectual 

commitment to the organization and the amount of discretionary effort being applied at 

work. Baumruk (2004), Richman (2006), and Shaw (2005) are among authors citing 

emotional and intellectual commitment to the organization in defining engagement. 

Kahn (1990) defined personal engagement as ―the simultaneous employment and 

expression of a person‘s ―preferred self‖ in task behaviours that promote connections to 

work and to others, personal presence (physical, cognitive, and emotional), and active, 

full role performances‖. The more engaged employees are, the more they express 

themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally in their roles at work. Engagement 

in this respect means being psychologically present and exerting effort during 

performance in an organizational role, supporting the point that engagement is 

emotional and intellectual commitment, and also the amount of effort or physical energy 

exerted in the role. In studying the birth of EE which is believed to have its roots in 

‗organizational commitment‘, Richman et al. (2008) state that three essential 

components of engagement remained consistent from the start, and they are ―cognitive 

commitment, emotional attachment, and behaviour‖. Saks (2006), on conducting a 

review of the various definitions of engagement in academic literature to date, arrived at 

the conclusion that ―it has been defined as a distinct and unique construct that consists 

of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components that are associated with individual 

role performance‖. 

 

Tying the components together, Gibbons (2006) defined engagement as ―a heightened 

emotional and intellectual connection that an employee has for his/her job, organization, 

manager, or co-workers that, in turn, influences him/her to apply additional 

discretionary effort to his/her work‖. A few more recent definitions on engagement 

expound on this resulting additional discretionary effort employed for the benefit of the 

organization (Carter, 2010; Pitt-Catsoupes and Matz-Costa, 2008; Seijts and Crim, 2006; 

Wiley, 2010a). 

 

Based on a review of the definitions provided, for the purposes of this paper, EE will be 

defined as the cognitive and emotional commitment of an employee that manifests in 

physical (behavioural) form which endeavours to go above and beyond the call of duty 

for the success of the organization. 



 

26 

 

3.4 Engagement Models 

 

A brief overview of EE models and theory will be explained in this section to provide 

further understanding of the engagement construct and to set the stage for the following 

section on the drivers of engagement. 

 

There is relatively limited research on EE as it stands. However, there are at least four 

distinct models that can be observed, namely, the Role Theory model (Kahn, 1990; 

May, Gilson and Harter, 2004), Burn Out model (Maslach and Leiter, 1997; Schaufeli et 

al., 2002), Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Demerouti et al. 2001), and Social 

Exchange Theory (SET) model (Saks 2006).  

 

 Role Theory model 

Kahn (1990) studied personal engagement and disengagement, where engagement is the 

psychological presence when inhabiting and carrying out an organizational role and 

disengagement is the withdrawal and absence of such presence. In the qualitative study 

conducted on the psychological conditions of personal engagement and disengagement 

at work, Kahn distinguished three associated psychological conditions: meaningfulness, 

safety, and availability. Employees were more engaged when they were psychologically 

available in work situations with more psychological meaningfulness and safety (Kahn, 

1990). May, Gilson and Harter (2004) conducted a study to empirically test Kahn‘s 

model and the results portrayed that meaningfulness, safety, and availability did indeed 

significantly affect engagement.  

 

 Burn Out model  

Maslach and Leiter (1997), in studying burnout, postulated that engagement is the 

positive antithesis of burnout. According to this stream of research, the three burnout 

dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy have as their direct opposites, 

energy, involvement, and efficacy, which is what characterizes engagement. They list 

the six areas of work-life which lead to burnout or engagement: workload, control, 

rewards and recognition, community and social support, perceived fairness, and values. 

Schaufeli et al. (2002) however, argue the implausibility of burnout and engagement 

being ―perfectly negatively correlated with each other‖, stating instead that the 
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engagement construct is ―a positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is 

characterized by vigour, dedication, and absorption‖.  

 

 Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model 

The JD-R model proposes two categories of working conditions, namely job demands 

and job resources. According to Demerouti et al. (2001), job demands are ―the physical, 

social, or organizational aspects of the job that require sustained physical or mental 

effort‖ while job resources are ―the physical, psychological, social, or organizational 

aspects of the job that aid the achievement of work goals, reduce job demands, and 

stimulate personal growth, learning, and development‖. Job demands were found to be 

related to the exhaustion component of burnout whereas the lack of job resources was 

related to disengagement. Hence, appropriate job demands and a sufficient level of 

resources to perform relevant roles secured more engagement from employees. 

 

 Social Exchange Theory (SET) model 

The final model is proposed by Saks (2006) and is based on SET which states that 

―obligations are generated through a series of interactions between parties who are in a 

state of reciprocal interdependence‖. According to Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005), 

employees feel obliged to respond in kind when they receive economic and 

socioemotional resources from their organization. One way employees can repay their 

organization is through the level of engagement and hence they choose to engage in 

varying degrees depending on the resources they receive from the organization. 

 

3.5 Drivers of Employee Engagement 

 

The various approaches to engagement and academic literature have provided a list of 

factors which influence engagement and these factors have been and will be referred to 

as ‗drivers‘ in this paper - modifying them can ‗drive‘ the level of engagement up or 

down accordingly.  

 

In the extensive research carried out to determine the drivers of engagement, Kahn‘s 

(1990) model of the dimensions of psychological conditions (see Figure 2) was found to 

provide a basis for which most drivers from other sources could be grouped under. 
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There are three psychological conditions in this model, namely, meaningfulness, safety, 

and availability. According to Kahn (1990), the conditions ―reflect the logic of actual 

contracts‖ where people enter into a contract comprising benefits and protective 

guarantees when they believe they possess the necessary resources to fulfil the 

obligations required. Their personal engagement in situations vary according to their 

perception of the benefits (meaningfulness) and guarantees (safety) that come with it, 

along with the resources they believe they possess (availability). 

 

As mentioned at the start of this section, most drivers derived from other engagement 

approaches and academic literature have been found to fit under the drivers which 

influence the psychological conditions in Kahn‘s model (termed ‗influences‘ in the 

model). A brief run through of the key identified drivers which fall under each relevant 

influence will be provided below. 

 

Drivers under a single influence: 

 

 Meaningfulness: Roles 

Contributing to organizational success – According to Kahn (1990), people need to 

know how central and needed their roles are to the organization and roles perceived as 

unimportant lack the ability to offer meaningfulness. Knowing that ―their input matters‖ 

(Seijts and Crim, 2006) and understanding the connection between their job and 

organizational objectives (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004; Seijts and Crim, 2006; 

Stairs, 2005) will be likely to offer employees more psychological meaningfulness. 
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Figure 2: Kahn‘s Dimensions of Psychological Conditions 
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Career progress – Kahn (1990) states that when people are able to ―wield influence, 

occupy valuable positions in their systems, and gain desirable status‖, they experience 

a sense of meaningfulness. Hence, there needs to be career prospects i.e. a promising 

future within the organization with excellent career development and advancement 

opportunities (Lakshmi et al., 2010; Seijts and Crim, 2006; Sharma and Anupama, 

2010; Thiagarajan and Renugadevi, 2011; Wiley, 2010a). 

 

Alignment with personal values – Roles carry identities that need to be taken on and 

organization members like or dislike these identities depending on ―how well the roles 

fit how they saw or wanted to see themselves‖ (Goffman, 1961; Hochschild, 1983, 

cited in Kahn, 1990). Bono and Judge (2003) articulate that employees who perceive 

their work as consistent with their personal values tend to be more engaged. Dutton 

and Dukerich (1991) suggest that a very personal connection exists between an 

employee‘s sense of their organizational identity and their own sense of who they are 

and what they stand for. The alignment of personal values with work is increasingly 

important for employees to perceive their work as being meaningful (Collins & Porras, 

1994; Miller & Skidmore, 2004; Stairs, 2005; Thomas, 1990).  

 

 Availability: Insecurity 

Self efficacy - Kahn (1990), in speaking about insecurity, states that a lack of security 

in their selves distracted members, generating anxiety which took up energy that 

could otherwise have been translated into personal engagement. Occupational self-

efficacy is defined as ―one‘s belief in one‘s own ability and competence to perform 

successfully and effectively in situations and across different tasks in a job‖ (Schyns 

and von Collani, 2002) and such self-efficacy has been found to highly correlate with 

EE (Carter, 2010; Pati and Kumar, 2010).  

 

 Availability: Emotional energies 

Positive psychology – Seligman (2004) speaks about using ―positive psychology‖ to 

help realize potential. According to him, positive psychology focuses on strengths 

rather than weaknesses and that happiness can be cultivated by using strengths and 

traits already possessed such as kindness and humor. Stairs (2005) firmly believes 

positive psychology plays a key role in promoting EE and lists ―fun and humour‖ as 
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one of the areas to focus on. ―Employing and expressing the self in tasks requiring 

emotional labor takes a certain level of emotionality that personally disengaging does 

not‖ (Hochschild, 1983, cited in Kahn, 1990). Kahn (1990) lists frustrations with 

work and unceasing demands for attention as examples of emotional labor and it can 

be seen that if positive psychology was applied in such situations, it could help raise 

energy and reduce the effects of emotional energy depletion. 

 

Drivers under multiple influences: 

 

 Safety: Interpersonal relationships & Management style and process 

Direct manager – May, Gilson and Harter (2004) found supportive supervisor 

relations positively related to psychological safety. First-line supervisors are 

especially important in building engagement and in fact are normally the root of 

employee disengagement (Bates, 2004; Corporate Leadership Council, 2004; Frank, 

Finnegan and Taylor, 2004; Kelleher, 2011; Stairs, 2005; Wiley, 2010a). 

 

Organizational leadership – Kahn (1990) states that a supportive, resilient, and 

clarifying management style increases psychological safety. Inherently tied in to this 

are interpersonal relationships that are supportive, trusting, and hence allow trial and 

perhaps failure without fear of negative consequences. Supportive and resilient 

leadership styles such as transformational, authentic, and distributed leadership pave 

the way for engagement (Attridge, 2009; Babcock-Roberson and Strickland, 2010; 

Cartwright and Holmes, 2006; Macey and Schneider, 2008). Elements such as trust in 

leadership (Cartwright and Holmes, 2006; Macey and Schneider, 2008; Seijts and 

Crim, 2006; Stairs, 2005) perpetuated by fairness and justice (Macey and Schneider, 

2008; Maslach, Schaufeli and Leiter, 2001; Saks, 2008) are important to move things 

in the right direction. Of particular importance in the literature was leadership 

competence, and as Kahn (1990) mentions, ―people need to feel that their authority 

figures are competent enough and secure enough in their own visions to create paths 

along which subordinates can safely travel‖. Themes focused on attributes such as 

reliability and integrity (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004; Stairs, 2005), respect 

(Dent and Holton, 2009; Lakshmi et al., 2010; Ramarajan and Barsade, 2006; Wiley, 

2010b), clear, consistent, and honest communication especially with regards to the 

vision and organizational objectives (Dent and Holton, 2009; Kelleher, 2011; 
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Lockwood, 2007; Stairs, 2005), and role modelling or living the company values 

(Cartwright and Holmes, 2006; Kelleher, 2011; Seijts and Crim, 2006; Stairs, 2005; 

Wiley, 2010b). Stairs (2005) also lists ―performance management, honest feedback 

and leadership coaching‖ as vital components to creating an effective leadership 

culture and this is supported by Kelleher (2011) and Seijts and Crim (2006). A key 

point to note is that ―leaders themselves have to be engaged‖ (Welbourne, 2007) in 

order to bring about engagement in a workplace (Kelleher, 2011; Welbourne, 2007). 

 

 Meaningfulness: Tasks & Safety: Management style and process 

Decision-making – Meaningful tasks allow some autonomy and a resulting sense of 

ownership over the work (Hackman and Oldham, 1980, cited in Kahn, 1990). 

Management style and processes obviously play a part in allowing this to take place, 

needing to create a safe environment where people are encouraged to try and not be 

afraid of negative consequences should they fail. Provision of autonomy includes 

allowing employees to make decisions. From the literature, the opportunity to provide 

input into decision-making i.e. having appropriate decision-making authority is an 

important component to encourage engagement (Attridge, 2009; Dent and Holton, 

2009; Lakshmi et al., 2010; Thiagarajan and Renugadevi, 2011). 

 

 Availability: Physical energies, Emotional energies & Outside life 

Work-life balance – According to Stairs (2005), employees need support to achieve 

―an acceptable balance between work and extra-role demands‖. Work-life balance and 

supportive policies have become an important component for engagement and affect 

retention (Cartwright and Holmes, 2006; Lockwood, 2007; Richman et al., 2008; 

Shankar and Bhatnagar, 2010; Wiley, 2010a). When the organization displays a 

genuine responsibility and concern for its employees, engagement levels increase 

(Corporate Leadership Council, 2004; Wiley, 2010a). This is because ―employees 

value working for an organization that is committed to serving others‖ (Wiley, 

2010b). The extent to which people place their selves into role performances depends 

on work and non work demands (Kahn, 1990) and hence work-life balance is an 

important component to secure an employee‘s availability. 
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3.6 Summary of Employee Engagement Literature Review 

 

EE has been defined and current existing engagement models listed in order to aid 

understanding of engagement as a whole. Drivers of engagement were then explored 

across the literature, and many were believed to fall under Kahn‘s (1990) model of 

dimensions of psychological conditions. In the course of the research, several drivers 

were deduced as unique and suggested as additions to Kahn‘s model. They will be 

discussed in Section 5.2. 
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

The objective of this study is to identify if NL enhances EE. A clear understanding of 

each concept needed to be ascertained followed by establishment of the relevant links 

between them. This chapter outlines the methodology and research methods used to 

carry out the research aims and objectives. 

 

4.2 Research Methods 

 

 Concept analysis 

The primary research method used for this study was ―concept analysis‖ which is ―a 

method of enquiry that is capable of contributing to increasing the body of 

knowledge‖. It is an appropriate research method to ―capture understanding and 

clarity about a phenomenon‖ and can enable ―understanding rather than mere 

knowing and provide a knowledge base for practice‖ (Baldwin and Rose, 2009). A 

detailed description is provided (see Appendix 2) should further understanding of 

concept analysis be required. 

  

In this study, concept analysis was conducted on each concept i.e. NL and EE to gain 

a better understanding of each and then a final concept analysis done on the 

relationship between the two to derive a combined model of both concepts. 

 

 Critical thinking 

The secondary research method used for this study was critical thinking. Critical 

thinking, in one of its simplest definitions has been described as ―thinking about 

thinking‖ (Raiskums, 2008). In more detail, it can be defined as "the intellectually 

disciplined process of actively and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, 

synthesizing, and/or evaluating information gathered from, or generated by, 

observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to belief 

and action‖ (Scriven and Paul, 1987, cited in Petress, 2004). 
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In this study, critical thinking was used in all the analysis portions of the process, 

especially in determining the concepts and proposed models in concept analysis, 

conducting the comparisons between NL and current leadership practices, and in 

deriving the final combination model. 

 

4.3 Research Process 

 

A detailed walk through of the research process with explanations of the specific steps 

is provided in this section based on the concepts and analysis work done. 

 

 NL concept analysis 

Literature review was carried out to determine the meaning of NL and the 

characteristics that define it. Sources were found to be limited however, as it is an 

emerging concept. Attempts to identify the literature on NL through searches on 

online bibliographic databases such as Business Source Complete (BSC), JSTOR, 

EBSCO, and internet mediums such as Google Scholar using Boolean logic and 

keywords such as ―natural leadership‖, ―leadership‖ & ―nature‖/ ―biomimicry‖/ 

―biomimetics‖/ ―environment‖, and ―emerging leadership‖, yielded virtually no 

results which could support the NL concept. Searches using other keywords with 

closer links to biomimicry such as ―biomimicry‖, ―swarm intelligence‖, 

―organizational intelligence‖ and ―ideas & ―nature‖ did yield several articles with 

with helpful insights. Some books on biomimicry touched on the topic but did not 

provide a fully robust view of NL as a concept. Consultation with experts from the 

Biomimicry for Creative Innovation (BCI) collective who are at the forefront of 

proposing such leadership was undertaken as well, and this yielded better results. A 

series of articles and documents were supplied to provide a clearer understanding of 

NL and this was used as the main basis for the literature review. The literature was 

examined for definitions of NL and its characteristics, which provided the basis for 

the data analysis portion of this concept analysis. The definitions and characteristics 

were then subjected to thematic analysis and this resulted in a final definition of NL 

and a list of key characteristics encompassing it. The findings provided a potential 

model for the NL concept. 
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 EE concept analysis 

Extensive literature review was carried out to determine the definition of EE and its 

key drivers. The literature was explored through publications on the topic which were 

in the form of books, journals, and research papers available in the university library, 

online bibliographic databases such as Business Source Complete (BSC), JSTOR, 

EBSCO, and internet mediums such as Google Scholar. The research was mainly 

carried out using Boolean logic and keywords such as ―employee engagement‖, 

―engagement models‖, ―engagement‖ & ―drivers‖/ ―causes‖/ ―reasons‖/ ―factors‖, 

―employee motivation‖, ―employee retention‖, ―employee turnover‖, and ―employee 

productivity‖. The search rendered hundreds of articles, which were systematically 

combed for definitions of engagement, engagement models, and drivers of 

engagement. Data analysis was then conducted on the shortlisted articles for the 

relevant items (e.g. definitions) which were selected and compiled into their 

respective listings. The listings were then subjected to thematic analysis and this 

resulted in a final definition of engagement, listing and explanation of existing 

engagement models, and a final proposed model for the key drivers of engagement 

derived from the findings. 

 

 Comparison between NL and current leadership practices 

This comparison was necessary to determine if NL is distinct from existing leadership 

practices. The purpose of this step was to establish (or debunk) its uniqueness in order 

to provide a clearer understanding of it and its stance and relation to other leadership 

practices. Literature on current leadership styles was explored through the same 

sources quoted under the EE concept analysis portion, with particular emphasis on 

keywords such as ―transformational leadership‖, ―authentic leadership‖, and 

―distributed leadership‖. These keywords were used as these are the more recent 

styles of leadership and links were seen in the literature review on NL. Data collection 

of the characteristics of these leadership styles was then conducted on the shortlisted 

articles and these were then compared to the key characteristics of NL derived from 

the concept analysis performed earlier to determine the links. 

 

 

 



37 

 

 NL and EE concept analysis 

The leadership characteristics in the NL model and the proposed model for drivers of 

engagement were the data used for this stage. Literature review from all the sources 

listed under the EE concept analysis portion using Boolean logic and keywords of 

different combinations of both the characteristics and drivers was also used to identify 

data for this stage. An analysis of the potential effects of the NL characteristics on the 

drivers of engagement was then carried out using articles sourced from the previous 

stages and these additional sources of literature review. The findings from this 

analysis were then used to derive a combination model of both concepts. 

 

4.4 Justifications 

 

Due to the absence of primary data, the options to consider were to conduct the study 

based on an extended literature review or to produce a conceptual paper. The decision 

to produce a conceptual piece of work was chosen as there would be 

recommendations based on new information which would not be limited to just the 

literature review. The amount of analysis required and possible new models to 

propose also made it a natural choice to pick a conceptual approach since literature 

review would be limited to only informing on the current state of play. 

 

Concept analysis and critical thinking were used due to the suitability of these 

methods in addressing the nature of the research to be undertaken. A systematic 

analysis of the literature available to clarify both concepts was required in order to be 

able to proceed to further analysis and comparison between both concepts. Concept 

analysis was a logical method which provided a rigorous structure for data collection, 

analysis, and presentation of findings for a concept and could also easily be used to 

produce a combination concept. Also, one of the most important points for the 

selection of this method was that it provided a basis to conduct research which was 

not based on primary data but which could be expanded into new areas. It has also 

been found comparable to other research methods which are based on primary data. 

Critical thinking was absolutely essential in the process as well, especially in 

analyzing, comparing, and developing the proposed and combination models. 
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There were several limitations to the research process used and they need to be 

addressed. An extensive literature review was conducted to counter the biased nature 

of secondary data as much as possible but this was not entirely feasible for the study 

on NL due to the limited literature on it. The methods used, while proving suitable in 

informing the process, still cannot contest the fact that there is no primary data in the 

form of industrial figures and estimates. So while concept formulation or clarification 

is beneficial, more needs to be done in order to validate the claims. Further tests 

involving primary data need to be carried out to fully examine the reliability, validity, 

and credibility of the concepts. This will provide a more realistic scenario and better 

practical implications. Apart from that, critical thinking is also limited by the 

researcher‘s capacity and potential cognitive biases. 

 

4.5 Summary of Methodology 

 

The research methods used in this study were concept analysis and critical thinking 

and an explanation of each stage in the research process has been detailed. This was 

followed by justifications for selection of the method of study and limitations faced in 

the research process. 
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CHAPTER 5: EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT - PROPOSED MODEL  

 

5.1 Introduction  

 

The current research on EE has been explored in Chapter 3 and this chapter will 

attempt to collate the information gathered into a single usable framework of EE 

drivers. This proposed model will be used as a basis for the next step, which will be 

the exploration of the potential effect of NL on the drivers of EE. 

 

5.2 Proposed Model for Employee Engagement 

 

As mentioned in the literature review in Chapter 3, several unique drivers of 

engagement were identified and suggested as additions to Kahn‘s model. These 

drivers will now be specified, together with justifications for why they should be 

included in the model, and Figure 3 depicts the proposed model based on these 

recommendations. It should be added that since this proposed model builds on Kahn‘s 

(1990) model, a detailed description of the psychological conditions listed in the 

model is provided (see Appendix 1) should further clarity be required. 

 

 Additional driver 1: Rewards and recognition 

Kahn (1990) lists meaningfulness as benefits and it cannot be denied that rewards and 

recognition are a benefit spurring employees to do more for an organization. It can be 

taken as a work element that creates incentives for investments of self. It is included 

as one of the six areas of work-life leading to burnout and engagement in Maslach and 

Leiter‘s (1997) research. Stairs (2005) lists a positive reward culture as one of the 

factors that ―truly get the best‖ and ―encourage extra ‗discretionary‘ effort‖ from 

employees. He encourages a combination of financial (i.e. pay) and non-financial (e.g. 

extra holiday) rewards and states that over and above that, employees also need to feel 

appreciated and hence ―timely and appropriate feedback and recognition‖ can go a 

long way. Glen (2006) developed a matrix of EE predictors and ―reward/recognition‖ 

was listed as one of the components of the matrix. Lockwood (2007), in making 

recommendations for fostering an environment for engagement, takes it a step further 

by suggesting that apart from providing rewards for work performance, behaviours 

that foster EE need to be rewarded as well. 



40 

 

In reviewing the influences of psychological meaningfulness, rewards and recognition 

does not seem to fit easily under any of them but going back to the definition of 

psychological meaningfulness, it is a return on investment for the application of one‘s 

self in a role. Recognition also helps promote the feeling of making a difference and 

not being taken for granted. Providing both rewards and recognition will help to fuel 

feelings of being worthwhile, valuable, and useful. Hence it is suggested that rewards 

and recognition be added as an additional influence affecting psychological 

meaningfulness. 

 

 Additional psychological condition: Organizational affinity 

In conducting the research on engagement, several drivers with direct organizational 

links were repeated in the literature and further investigations resulted in the 

suggestion of a new psychological condition not currently addressed in Kahn‘s model 

(1990). This new condition, given the term ‗organizational affinity‘ in this paper, will 

house the remaining engagement considered unique to Kahn‘s model. The reason for 

picking the term ‗affinity‘ to represent this new condition derives from Aspara et al. 

(2008) who introduced a special identity relationship, affective self-affinity (ASA) 

which is defined as ―the extent to which the individual perceives a positively affective 

congruence between the thing and his/her identity‖. They mention that it is claimed 

that an individual may have ASA for anything, including companies. In proposing the 

principle of ASA transference, they contend that ―to the extent that an individual 

perceives a certain thing X to be essential for the identity of thing Y, he/she will, by 

definition, perceive that Y somehow reflects the identity of X‖. In studying the effects 

of ASA on behaviour, they also contend that ―an individual‘s ASA for a thing 

(causally) influences his/her behaviour with respect to it‖ i.e. behaviour can be altered 

if an individual has ASA for a thing. Hence, drawing relevance to this, increased ASA 

in the drivers under ‗organizational affinity‘ can lead to increased organizational 

affinity, which in turn can encourage positive behaviours i.e. engagement towards the 

organization. 
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MEANINGFULNESS

Sense of return on 
investments of self in role 
performances

Feel worthwhile, valued, 
valuable; feel able to give to 
and receive from work and 
others in course of work.

Work elements that create 
incentives or disincentives for 
investments of self.

Tasks: Jobs involving more or 
less challenge, variety, 
creativity, autonomy, and clear 
delineation of procedures and 
goals.
Roles: Formal positions that 
offer more or less attractive 
identities, through fit with a 
preferred self-image, and 
status and influence.
Work interactions: 
Interpersonal interactions with 
more or less promotion of 
dignity, self-appreciation, 
sense of value, and the 
inclusion of personal as well as 
professional elements.

SAFETY

Sense of being able to show and 
employ self without fear of 
negative consequences to self-
image, status, or career.

Feel situations are trustworthy, 
secure, predictable, and clear in 
terms of behavioral consequences.

Elements of social systems that 
create situations that are more or 
less predictable, consistent, and 
nonthreatening.

Interpersonal relationships: 
Ongoing relationships that offer 
more or less support, trust, 
openness, flexibility, and lack of 
threat.
Group and intergroup dynamics:
Informal, often unconscious roles 
that leave more or less room to 
safely express various parts of self; 
shaped by dynamics within and 
between groups in organizations.
Management style and process: 
Leader behaviors that show more 
or less support, resilience, 
consistency, trust, and 
competence.
Organizational norms: Shared 
system expectations about 
member behaviors and emotions 
that leave more or less room for 
investments of self during role 
performances.

AVAILABILITY

Sense of possessing the 
physical, emotional, and 
psychological resources 
necessary for investing self in 
role performances.

Feel capable of driving 
physical, intellectual, and 
emotional energies into role 
performance.

Individual distractions that are 
more or less preoccupying in 
role performance situations.

Physical energies: Existing 
levels of physical resources 
available for investment into 
role performances.
Emotional energies: Existing 
levels of emotional resources 
available for investment into 
role performances.
Insecurity: Levels of 
confidence in on abilities and 
status, self-consciousness, and 
ambivalence about fit with 
social systems that leave more 
or less room for investments 
of self in role performances.
Outside life: Issues in people’s 
outside lives that leave them 
more or less available for 
investments of self during role 
performances.

Definition

Experiential 
components

Types of 
influence

Influences

Dimensions ORGANIZATIONAL AFFINITY

Sense of possessing an 
affective congruence for the 
organization which drives 
investments of self in role 
performances.

Feel pride, satisfaction, and 
inspiration in working for the 
organization.

Organizational identity and 
elements  which  create 
incentives or disincentives for 
investments of self.

Organizational affiliation: 
Organizational approach to 
business , inherent nature, and 
reputation  which  offer a 
sense of pride and desired 
identity
Organizational resources: Ease 
of access to organizational 
resources needed to perform 
tasks
Organizational innovation:  
Organizational culture of 
innovation

Figure 3: Proposed Employee Engagement Model  
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 Additional driver 2: Organizational affiliation 

Stairs (2005) lists ―organizational affiliation‖ as one of the areas organizations need to 

focus on to drive engagement. He states that employees ―need to feel a sense of pride 

in working for, and loyalty to, their employer‖ and that this can partly be determined 

by corporate ethics, the organization‘s approach towards social and environmental 

responsibility, and the ―inherent nature of the work of the company‖. Lockwood 

(2007), in studying the results of a global engagement survey conducted by the 

Corporate Leadership Council (2004), mentions that the ―level of emotional 

commitment – the extent to which the employee derives enjoyment, meaning, pride or 

inspiration from something or someone in the organization – is a significant variable 

in engagement and thus in performance‖. She further lists, based on the same survey, 

―organizational characteristics‖ which also influence engagement such as a 

company‘s reputation of integrity, internal communication, and a culture of 

innovation. These characteristics tie in to Stairs‘ (2005) point of how an 

organization‘s approach to business and its inherent nature can help gain 

organizational affiliation. Seijts and Crim (2006) identify ―credibility‖ (of the 

organization and its leaders) as one of their ten C‘s of EE (avenues for action to 

engage employees‘ heads, hearts, and hands) and say this is important because 

―people want to be proud of their jobs, their performance, and their organization‖. 

Hence, they encourage leaders to strive to maintain their company‘s reputation and 

exemplify high ethical standards. A company‘s reputation can be tied in to its 

corporate image which is defined as ―an individual's perceptions about the actions, 

activities and accomplishments of an organization‖ (Riordan, Gatewood and Bill, 

1997). Cartwright and Holmes (2006) state that corporate image can ―matter a great 

deal to an employee as it represents their assessment of what characteristics others are 

likely to ascribe to them because they work for a particular organization‖. It is worth 

mentioning that corporate image is no longer just dependent on financial performance 

but also on the social and environmental impact of the organization, or the ―triple 

bottom line‖ (Elkington, 1997). Many people assert that organizations need to take 

responsibility to alleviate societal and the environmental problems as they have 

played a part in creating these problems (Matthews, 1988; Newell, 2002) and this 

explains, to a certain extent, why many employees increasingly want to work for 

ethical organizations (Holbeche, 2004). 
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Organizational affiliation does not seem to fall neatly under any of the three 

psychological conditions and their influences. The closest psychological condition 

this can probably relate to is meaningfulness since it does offer a sense of return on 

investment when individuals can feel proud about the organization they work for. 

Why this driver has not been categorized under this condition however, is because the 

types of influences are described as ―work elements‖, and the influences listed are 

tasks, roles, and work interactions, elements which play a direct part in the daily work 

environment. Organizational affiliation does not fit directly under these elements as it 

plays a broader role and does not feature tangibly in the daily work environment. It 

fits into the new category because such affiliation, as discussed, increases the 

connection and affinity felt for the organization. 

 

 Additional driver 3: Organizational resources 

According to Thiagarajan and Renugadevi (2011), one of the factors that lead to EE is 

for employees to have ―resources needed to perform jobs in a high quality way‖. The 

JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001) describes job resources as ―the physical, 

psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the job that aid the achievement of 

work goals, reduce job demands, and stimulate personal growth, learning, and 

development‖. Kanter (1977) asserts that the structure of the work environment 

correlates with employee attitudes and behaviours and can lead to undesirable results 

such as turnover. Two of the four components within his structural empowerment 

framework have not been addressed in Kahn‘s (1990) model, namely, ―access to 

resources‖ which is the ability to acquire necessary materials, supplies, money, and 

personnel to meet organizational goals, and ―information‖ which refers to needed 

data, technical knowledge, and expertise required to perform the job. Pati and Kumar 

(2010), in conducting a study, provided empirical evidence that workplace conditions 

influence EE. They assert that both psychological empowerment (self-efficacy) and 

structural empowerment (from Kanter‘s (1977) framework) ―are necessary for 

engagement to manifest‖. 

 

Such organizational resources do not fall under any of the three psychological 

conditions and their influences. The influences under meaningfulness are solely 

restricted to the nature of the task to be carried out, the identity to be assumed, and the 

interactions with others at work. The influences under safety are only with regards to 
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elements of social systems and the influences under availability pertain strictly to the 

individual‘s personal realm. Provision of sufficient organizational resources would 

ease work and collaborations at work and this would likely increase the affinity felt 

for the organization, especially if comparisons were done with less efficient 

organizations. 

 

 Additional driver 4: Organizational innovation 

According to the global survey conducted by the Corporate Leadership Council 

(2004), one of the top 25 levers of engagement is a culture of innovation. Dent and 

Holton (2009), in providing guidelines for engagement, mention that management 

needs to allow employees to ―experiment‖. Welbourne (2007) developed a role-based 

performance model listing five key roles that employees occupy at work: core role, 

innovator, career, team member, and organizational member. She posits that EE 

improves when employees are successful working in both their core and non-core 

roles and that the organization needs to ―create an environment where the non-core 

job roles are valued‖. According to her, the innovator role involves improving 

processes, proposing new ideas, and participating in others‘ innovations. The 

organization that provides an environment encouraging this would gain the 

competitive advantage in the long term. 

 

Organizational innovation seems to fit under the ―management style and process‖ 

influence of safety since a culture of innovation requires distinct managerial styles 

and processes to support it. It will also definitely require an environment where 

people are allowed to try new things and fail without fearing the consequences, which 

is a characteristic under the same influence in Kahn‘s (1990) model. It can be argued 

however, that this driver has risen in prominence in recent times and perhaps deserves 

a separate listing instead of just being categorized under a generic heading for 

management style. Innovation is an increasingly important tool for organizations to 

gain the competitive advantage in the playing field, in some situations even making 

whole markets obsolete. Its use in improving processes, encouraging collaboration, 

making the workplace a better and more fun place to work with open idea generation 

all lead to a more engaging culture and can definitely lead to increased organizational 

affinity. 
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5.3 Summary of Employee Engagement – Proposed Model 

 

The proposed model of EE was covered in this section, containing a new 

psychological condition of organizational affinity in addition to the three existing 

psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety, and availability in Kahn‘s (1990) 

model. This new condition is believed to increasingly play a key role in engagement. 
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CHAPTER 6: ANALYSIS 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

The earlier chapters helped derive NL and its characteristics as well as a proposed EE 

driver model. This will form the basis for the analysis in this chapter which seeks to 

examine the potential effect of NL on the drivers of EE. The results will determine the 

resolution to the research aim of exploring if NL affects EE. This is followed by an 

examination of the same relationship from a different perspective to gain further 

understanding for later recommendations. 

 

6.2 Determination of Effect of Natural Leadership on Employee Engagement 

 

This section will seek a resolution to the research aim of determining whether NL 

affects EE by exploring the potential impact of each NL characteristic on the 

respective drivers of EE. Figure 4 provides a detailed look at this, followed by 

explanations grouped according to each characteristic. 

 

 

Figure 4: Potential Impact of NL Characteristics on EE Drivers 
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As a guide to the figure, positive signs (‗+‘) signal positive effects of particular 

characteristics on respective drivers while negative signs (‗-‗) signal the opposite. 

Blank spaces indicate no discernable impact.  

 

The potential impact of NL characteristics on the drivers of EE will be discussed next. 

It is important to mention that the explanations forming the links were based largely 

on Kahn‘s (1990) detailed descriptions of the influences of the respective 

psychological conditions, this paper‘s description of the proposed EE model in 

Chapter 5, and the literature review on NL and EE in Chapters 2 and 3 respectively. 

Additionally the term ‗drivers‘ will be used to refer to the ‗influences‘ under Kahn‘s 

(1990) model for consistency. 

  

 Networked 

Meaningfulness: All the drivers leading to meaningfulness can be enhanced by this 

characteristic. ―Multi-directional mobility‖ would involve variety, challenge, and the 

opportunity to learn new skills, as well as the advantage to take on different identities 

whenever groups or requirements change. Work interactions can also improve with 

the opportunity to make new friends in each new group. In Kahn‘s (1990) description 

of tasks, roles and work interactions, all the factors listed above were predicted to 

provide more meaningfulness to employees. When employees are given key roles 

which optimize their abilities, they have a higher likelihood of doing well and 

receiving just rewards and recognition for their contribution. This will increase 

feelings of meaningfulness as well as employees receive this return on investment for 

their efforts in their roles (see Section 5.2 on ‗rewards and recognition‘).  

Safety: Constantly changing leaders and group members normally mean different 

styles of leadership coming into play and this could give employees the feeling of 

unpredictability and inconsistency, leading to less engagement. As Kahn (1990) 

states, personal engagement was ―deemed too risky or unsafe‖ when situations were 

―unclear, inconsistent, unpredictable, or threatening‖. However, if interpersonal 

relationships in each group are still supportive and trusting and the different people 

who lead each dynamic group ensure all members are able to express their selves, this 

could still provide the feeling of safety (see Section 3.5 on ‗organizational 

leadership‘). Hence, a networked style will require leaders to be clear on providing 

conditions of safety for it to have a positive effect. 
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Availability: This characteristic could lower or increase physical and emotional 

energies depending on the synergy of each group and the respective employees‘ 

preferences. As Kahn (1990) mentions, psychological availability measures ―how 

ready people are to engage, given the distractions they experience as members of 

social systems‖. People who like this type of ‗constant change‘ will be energized 

while those who do not might feel drained from the experience. On a more positive 

note, employees who never had the opportunity before might be given leadership 

roles or important roles in teams with their own sense of contribution and this could 

lower feelings of insecurity (see Section 3.5 on ‗self-efficacy‘). 

Organizational affinity: Rotating in task teams would give employees the opportunity 

to familiarize themselves with different aspects of the organization and this could 

increase affiliation towards the organization (see Section 5.2 on ‗organizational 

affiliation‘ being affected by the inherent nature of the organization). The 

combination of optimal teams would mean relevant resources of personnel, expertise, 

and knowledge are employed to aid the achievement of goals. This meeting of minds 

would also encourage innovation with each different combination, leading to 

increased feelings of affinity for the organization in creating such conditions of work 

(see Section 5.2 on ‗organizational resources‘ and ‗organizational innovation‘ 

respectively). 

 

 Bottom-Up (Inside-Out) 

Meaningfulness: With leadership being encouraged at all levels, employees can come 

to feel more worthwhile and valued. Each individual personally invested in the cause 

will independently incorporate relevant goals into their tasks which would then hold 

more challenge and autonomy. Their roles would also be more attractive to them, as 

they can shape them according to how they see themselves. They would feel more 

needed in the organization and gain alliances with those similarly invested in the 

cause (for all points listed above, see Section 3.5 on ‗contributing to organizational 

success‘ and ‗alignment with personal values‘). Being personally invested normally 

involves ‗going the extra mile‘ and this would likely lead to reward and recognition 

for such efforts which in return would lead to more meaningfulness (see Section 5.2 

on ‗rewards and recognition‘). 

Safety: With everybody given the opportunity to be a leader in their own right and 

allowed to fail without dire consequences, supportive interpersonal relationships can 
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be fostered and employees might be less afraid to show their selves in groups. 

Management, who encouraged this bottom-up approach, would be supportive of it and 

provide protective guarantees for such behaviour, encouraging more room for 

investments of self in role performances (see Section 3.5 on ‗organizational 

leadership‘). 

Availability: If employees are personally invested in the cause, they will expand their 

energies and drive more of self into role performances. Welbourne, Andrews and 

Andrews (2005) suggest that how an individual feels about the job shapes the effort 

expended and the satisfaction with this effort determines their variation in energy. 

Additionally, being given autonomy and a supportive environment to act in could help 

reduce insecurity through increasing levels of self-efficacy (see Section 3.5 on 

‗organizational leadership‘ and ‗self-efficacy‘). 

Organizational affinity: Encouraging the bottom-up approach provides employees 

with a sense of value and pride in their organization for recognizing their contribution. 

With other employees invested in the same cause, the relevant personnel resources 

can be pooled to drive towards goals. Leadership encouraging inside-out strategy will 

provide conditions necessary for creativity, leading to a culture of innovation, and 

hence increasing organizational affinity (see Section 5.2 on all drivers under 

‗organizational affinity‘). 

 

 Empowering 

Meaningfulness: Empowering emphasizes people development and maximizing of 

potential. It provides opportunities to learn which enhances tasks and enables 

employees to feel central and needed in the organization which elevates their role 

identities (see Section 3.5 on ‗contributing to organizational success‘). They are 

trusted to carry out actions aligned with the organizational shared goals and this unity 

of purpose enhances work interactions. As May, Angel and Ellenberger (1958) state, 

these connections ―allow people to feel known and appreciated and that they are 

sharing their existential journeys with others‖. 

Safety: The trusting and nurturing environment provided to empower employees helps 

to increase their sense of safety in the organization. Constructive rather than 

destructive criticism ensures supportive interpersonal relationships and real freedom 

to voice opinions improves expression of self in groups. This management style 
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eventually translates support and care into an organizational norm, which further 

increases the sense of safety (see Section 3.5 on ‗organizational leadership‘). 

Availability: Empowering employees to carry out their own actions will have the same 

effect on availability as that under the bottom-up (inside-out) characteristic. 

Organizational affinity: Empowered employees are trusted to work towards shared 

goals and in the learning culture, allowed to experiment and propose ideas. This leads 

to similar effects on organizational affinity as discussed under the bottom-up (inside-

out) characteristic. 

 

 Values-Focused 

Meaningfulness: Core values based on a common sense of purpose of social, 

economic, and environmental value creation creates meaningfulness. Tasks have clear 

goals towards the common purpose. Roles fit with how the employees want to view 

themselves, being aligned with their values, and also provide ―a sense of shaping the 

external world‖ (Kahn, 1990). Work interactions improve from the shared common 

purpose (May, Angel and Ellenberger, 1958) and reward and recognition is awarded 

for achievement of goals which are based on the core values, thus increasing 

meaningfulness (see Section 5.2 on ‗rewards and recognition‘). 

Safety: The common purpose based on common shared values improves supportive 

interpersonal relationships and allows more confidence for expressions of self in 

groups. It also provides a basis for organizational norms and boundaries. Additionally, 

employees will feel safe when confident in the competence of their leaders as they 

hold a secure vision for the organization driven by the shared core values (see Section 

3.5 on ‗organizational leadership‘). 

Availability: As Kahn (1990) mentioned, it is difficult for people to engage if 

organizational goals do not fit their own values. When organizational values are 

aligned with personal values, insecurity about fit within the organization diminishes 

and allows investment of physical and emotional energies. This characteristic might 

also be the only one that possibly affects the ‗outside life‘ driver of availability. 

Shared personal and organizational values could mean similar interests and pursuits 

outside of the work environment which could eventually tie back into the 

organization. This would also mean more availability to invest self in role 

performances due to the congruency of the activities – as Kahn (1990) stated ―the 
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looseness of boundaries separating work and nonwork let people draw on energies 

generated outside their formal roles‖. 

Organizational affinity: More employees increasingly want to work for ethical 

organizations and an organization‘s approach to social and environmental 

responsibility can determine organizational affiliation (see Section 5.2 on 

‗organizational affiliation‘). With employees sharing similar values, the relevant 

personnel resources can be pooled to drive towards goals. Organizations which care 

about the ‗triple bottom line‘ encourage innovation and this can result in creative 

ways for the organization to solve pressing social and environmental problems. 

Organizational affiliation can increase when employees see the positive impacts of 

such innovation (see Section 5.2 on ‗organizational resources‘ and ‗organizational 

innovation‘ respectively). 

 

 Inspiring 

Safety: Authentic leaders inspire authenticity in employees (May et al., 2003) and this 

helps improve interpersonal relationships and group dynamics. Management style that 

is genuine, supportive, and which role models encouraged behaviours commands 

respect and trust in leadership competence and inspires employees to do the same. 

Apart from that, shared system expectations of authenticity inspire more room for 

investments of self in role performances (see Section 3.5 on ‗organizational 

leadership‘). 

Availability: Inspired employees will expand their energies and drive more of self into 

role performances (Welbourne, Andrews and Andrews, 2005). Apart from that, being 

inspired to increase awareness and acceptance of oneself as part of authenticity and 

being surrounded by others who are genuine might help reduce self-consciousness 

and feelings of inadequacy, leading to increased confidence. As Gustafson and 

Cooper (1978) explain, individuals must feel relatively secure about their selves to 

express those selves in social systems. 

 

 Diversity 

Meaningfulness: DeLuca and Hutchins (2011) mention a ―diversity of strategies, 

approaches, forms and functions‖ as a key strength of the Firm of the Future. This can 
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be manifested partly in including more variety in tasks which provides a ―source of 

meaning in work‖ (Kahn, 1990). 

Safety: A management style that supports and leverages diversity builds competence 

and resilience (BCI, 2011). This leads to organizational norms which accept the 

importance of diversity and command respect for other cultures, providing a safer 

environment for all employees to fully engage self in role performances. As Kahn 

(1990) asserts, a safe environment promotes personal engagement. 

Availability: A culture that welcomes and encourages diversity leads employees from 

different cultures and backgrounds to feel a better fit with the organization, hence 

reducing feelings of insecurity. As Kahn (1990) declares, a dimension of insecurity as 

the ambivalence of people about their fit with their organization and its purposes. 

Organizational affinity: An organization that encourages diversity can lead to feelings 

of pride and loyalty in the organization when compared to other organizations that do 

not practice it, and this will lead to increased organizational affinity (see Section 5.2 

on ‗organizational affiliation‘). 

 

 Opportunity-Driven 

Safety: A management style that chooses to view change and disturbance as 

opportunity and achieves positive results from it can gain the confidence of 

employees in leadership competence, increasing feelings of safety (see Section 3.5 on 

‗organizational leadership‘). 

Organizational Affinity: BCI (2011) lists one of the rules of adapting as ―being 

resourceful and opportunistic when resource availability changes‖ and this helps 

ensure that organizational resources are sufficient for the task to be completed. Being 

opportunistic also drives organizational innovation as having this mindset aids in 

discoveries of circumstances to be capitalized on that others might not see or only 

view as risks (see Section 5.2 on ‗organizational resources‘ and ‗organizational 

innovation‘ respectively). 

  

 Courage-Based 

Safety: A management style that is courage-based fights for what is right in terms of 

sustainability and fights for employees‘ causes aligned with that. This increases 
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confidence in leadership competence and can lead to feelings of safety (see Section 

3.5 on ‗organizational leadership‘). 

 

6.2.1 Summary of Effect of Natural Leadership on Employee Engagement 

 

All the NL characteristics affect drivers of EE to a certain degree, with characteristics 

such as networked, bottom-up (inside-out), empowering, values-focused, and inspire 

affecting the bulk of the drivers positively. It can hence be concluded that NL does 

affect EE positively on the whole. 

 

6.3 Applying a Biomimicry Lens 

 

With the link between NL and EE now established, a different view will be attempted 

on this link and its components to determine if fresh insights can be gained. As 

discussed in Section 2.3, biomimicry is, in effect, taking lessons from nature to inform 

solutions to human issues. NL has been linked to EE through a study of the literature 

and in this next section, both the concepts of NL and EE and their relationship will be 

explored through a biomimicry angle or lens to see if looking to nature can inform a 

better view and understanding of them. This is hoped to offer different perspectives 

and an improved understanding which would provide a better basis for future 

research. 

 

In the course of this research, an important concept which arose was how nature‘s 

principles of being resilient, optimising, adaptive, systems-based, values-based, and 

life supporting seemed to form a basis for which most lessons from nature were 

derived. ―Through the process of evolution, nature has evolved a set of ‗principles‘‖ 

and these principles allow organisms to ―live sustainably, and survive times of radical 

upheaval‖ (BCI, 2011). The same source, in referring to these principles, exerts that 

―organizations inspired by nature learn how to embed nature‘s strategies in their 

products, processes, policies, and practices to survive and flourish‖. It is in this vein 

that further understanding of the research topic was attempted. 

 

In studying these principles, being ‗resilient‘ and ‗adaptive‘ seemed to pull greater 

significance to the topics at hand. One of the keys to being adaptive was to create 
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‗feedback loops‘ to maintain equilibrium and this indicated ‗balance‘. This will be 

explained in greater detail in Section 6.3.2 and will be the second point of focus in 

this section, along with the first point on resilience. Both these virtues will now be 

discussed in their context in nature and their relevance drawn to organizations in 

general, followed by more detailed accounts within the organizational context of NL, 

EE, and their relationship. 

 

6.3.1 Resilience 

 

Nature has existed for billions of years and this would not have been possible without 

resilience or the capacity to recover quickly from disturbances. This principle of 

nature comes about by viewing the disturbances and changes as opportunities instead 

of threats and leveraging them not just to recover, but to even improve on the current 

situation. It also comes about from fostering diversity and ―decentralizing, 

distributing, and diversifying knowledge, resources, decision-making, and actions‖ 

(BCI, 2011). All the other principles of nature, while salient, would not be necessary 

if nature was not able to withstand and survive change and disturbances. Ecosystems 

in nature follow this rule of resilience but organisms within them perish in a necessary 

cycle of death which often allows for new life to be formed. This however ensures the 

ecosystem is in a constant state of renewal which ultimately bolsters its overall 

resilience (Voinov, 1998). 

  

Organizations in general:  

 It cannot be denied that business organizations aspire to last and more than 

ever in today‘s volatile climate, this requires resilience. Likening these 

organizations to ecosystems, if they were to follow all the other principles 

closely but fail to adopt the principle of resilience, their ultimate demise will 

be just a matter of time. BCI‘s 5E Cycle (see Section 2.4 on ‗empowering‘) 

was introduced to help organizations ―embed Nature‘s Principles for lasting 

resilience‖ (BCI, 2011). 

  

NL:  

 The principle of resilience is applied in NL (see Section 2.4 on ‗diversity‘ and 

‗opportunity-driven‘). Leaders who possess these characteristics of being able 
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to leverage diversity and see the opportunities in difficulties will be more 

equipped to keep organizations resilient. 

 

EE:  

 Organizations would also yearn ideally for leaders and employees who are 

resilient in the organization – those who are loyal and withstand or recover 

quickly from difficult conditions in the organization. If the workforce is 

geared towards resilience, this would inadvertently strengthen the resilience of 

the organization as well. Higher EE could lead to greater resilience as engaged 

employees are likely to display more loyalty, weathering the tough times with 

the organization and less likely to leave when difficulties arise at work (see 

Section 5.2 on ‗organizational affiliation‘). 

 Resilient relationships between leaders and employees and among employees 

are necessary for engagement. These are the ‗interpersonal relationships‘ from 

the engagement model (see Appendix 1 on ‗psychological safety‘ and Figure 

2) and need to be based on a shared foundation of trust and values to be more 

likely to withstand potential conflicts or disagreements which inevitably occur 

in workplaces due to personality differences. 

 

NL-EE link:  

 As mentioned in the EE portion above, resilient relationships between leaders 

and employees are important and this link between NL and EE has been 

established (see Section 6.3 on ‗empowering‘ and ‗values-focused‘). 

 It was mentioned earlier about organisms in ecosystems perishing and new life 

forming. In the organizational context as well, this necessary ‗death‘ is 

inevitable. Regardless of how much the virtue of resilience is expounded on 

and encouraged, there will be always be exceptions to the rule, or ‗casualties‘. 

These ‗casualties‘ could be translated as employees who still leave the 

organizations, due to personal reasons, lack of engagement based on 

individual preferences, no longer being a ‗fit‘ with the organization following 

its transition through changes, and so on. This leaves space for new talent 

(‗new life‘) to enter organizations and contribute, giving fresh perspectives 

and energy. If these new employees possess more relevant values and skills 
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and their resiliency in the organizations is cultivated, it could lead to these 

organizations being even better equipped to handle future changes. NL will 

play a big part in this, in ensuring the new employees are engaged and 

strengthening their resiliency. 

 The resilience of the link between NL and EE is determined by the strength of 

the NL characteristics in affecting the EE drivers positively. This resilience is 

necessary to ensure employees are continually engaged despite disturbances 

such as a change in leadership, the absence of a leader and so on. This, in part, 

can happen if the vision is maintained and NL has secured mechanisms in 

place that continue to set the conditions necessary for empowerment and 

collective action. 

 

In summary, a steady thread of ‗resilience‘ has been running through the topics of the 

research. The investigation carried out suggests that resilience is the key reason 

behind organizational longevity and that its presence in leaders and employees and in 

the relationships between them is a driving force for this. 

 

6.3.2 Balance 

 

In order to be adaptive, nature creates ―feedback loops to sense and respond at all 

levels of the system‖, anticipates and integrates ―cyclic processes‖, and practices 

being ―resourceful and opportunistic when resource availability changes‖ (BCI, 

2011). As mentioned at the start of this section, a point of particular interest was the 

creation of feedback loops to sense and respond at all levels. Positive feedback or a 

‗self-reinforcing loop‘ tends to increase the event that caused it while negative 

feedback or a ‗balancing loop‘ reduces the input signal that caused it (Senge, 1990). 

―Ecosystems are a complex web of relationships‖ and they rely on these feedback 

loops to maintain their balance (Chang, 2010). Bengtsson et al. (2003) state that 

―ecosystems are complex dynamic systems, in which functionally different states or 

multiple stability domains exist, and that instabilities can move a system from one 

stability domain to another‖. Ecosystems exist in different states of equilibrium but 

with disturbances and disruptions constantly taking place within (chaos within order). 

Feedback loops help address these disruptions to bring each minor element within the 

overall system back into equilibrium (Chang, 2010). 
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Organizations:  

 In the same way, organizations need to have feedback loops to address the 

disturbances internal and external to them to maintain their ‗balance‘. This 

balance within and externally will allow organizations to adapt accordingly to 

changes and remain resilient. 

 To address internal balance, organizations should seek to find the right 

combination of values and culture to provide safety from disturbances such as 

uncertainty about accepted behaviours (see Appendix 1 on ‗psychological 

safety‘ and Figure 2). This would provide conducive conditions to allow for 

respective leader and employee ‗balance‘ to take place.  

 In terms of external balance, organizations should also place importance in 

ensuring alignment with key stakeholders. Foley and Kendrick (2006) state 

―it‘s only after a major market shift or crisis that companies discover the 

extent to which they were rewarded or punished based on their ability to align 

with stakeholder values‖. Disturbances such as environmental and social 

effects caused need to be addressed and brought back into balance with 

stakeholder expectations. 

 Organizations should also perform ‗competitor analysis‘ which seeks to 

―understand and predict the rivalry, or interactive market behavior, between 

firms in their quest for a competitive position in an industry‖ (Scherer & Ross, 

1990, cited in Chen, 1996) to be aware of competitor disturbances and be able 

to react accordingly. 

 As mentioned prior to this, organizations experience necessary ‗death‘ and 

‗new life‘ in the form of employees leaving and joining the company. The 

disturbance of outgoing employees needs to be balanced and leveraged as an 

opportunity to bring in new talent with better skills. This would put the 

organization into a constant state of building its resilience in preparation for 

challenges ahead. 

 

NL:  

 Depending on the level and nature of disturbance (or none) in the workplace at 

any given point in time, leaders need to find a balance in the different 

leadership styles, and use the one best suited for the given context. In other 
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words, practice ‗fit for purpose‘ leadership, which is what NL is essentially 

(see Section 2.5). This might mean stepping back at times, for example, in 

divergent situations where there is not even a need for a leader, versus 

convergent situations, where a leader needs to step up. Hence the leader needs 

to be able to gauge when to assert, withdraw, and use the right leadership style 

in order to balance the disturbances that occur in the workplace and provide 

employees with a safe environment to work in (see Section 5.3 on 

‗organizational leadership‘). 

 

EE:  

 As part of the literature review, work-life balance was listed in many sources 

as a driver for EE and this was felt to increase an employee‘s ‗availability‘ at 

work (see Section 3.5 on ‗work-life balance‘). This is definitely an important 

component of balance for an employee. An employee still experiences many 

disturbances at work such as interactions with others and frustrations with 

tasks at hand even if leaders try to shape a safe and supportive environment. 

Having personal fulfillment and more availability at work will help to 

compensate for some of these disturbances. 

 

NL-EE link: 

 There is need for balance on the link between NL and EE. NL needs to be able 

to create conditions that can balance the sense of meaningfulness, safety, 

availability, and organizational affinity for employees as a whole. Different 

organizations might require different levels of each condition to keep their 

employees engaged and NL can help guide the process of determining this by 

balancing from disturbances such as negative employee feedback.   

 The effect of NL on employees also needs to be managed to ensure sufficient 

levels of engagement. The levels of each NL characteristic needed to 

encourage EE would vary in each organization due to the individual nature of 

the workforce. Disturbances such as lack of engagement and negative 

employee feedback can signal that action needs to be taken to adjust the level 

and restore balance. 
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To conclude, brief examples were provided under each topic discussed above but the 

possibilities of balance under each and in the organizational context are endless. It can 

be applied to any situation or context which might be viewed as a disturbance from a 

normal equilibrium state of being. The disturbance could be anything which disrupts a 

stable situation, not necessarily for better or worse, but every change can be 

capitalized on and used to gain an even better advantage. This, in effect, is resilience 

and balance can be the first step to it.  

 

6.3.2 Link between Resilience and Balance 

 

"Every adversity carries with it the seed of an equivalent or 

greater benefit." 

- Hill, cited in Garner (1995). 

 

This quote offers a view of the relationship between resilience and balance, with 

balance being the equalizing portion and resilience being the ‗seed‘. As mentioned in 

the previous section, balance can be the first step to resilience. Balance plays an 

important role in an organization and its people and it ultimately helps fuel overall 

organizational resilience. Striking the right balance is important in responding to and 

fully leveraging the change to stay resilient. 

 

6.3.4 Summary of Applying a Biomimicry Lens 

 

Resilience and balance were studied as angles to organizational improvement and the 

link between them explored. This provided a unique view of identifying 

improvements in the organizational context. Most of these improvements, however, 

were not new concepts, with many even mentioned in the course of this study. 

Nevertheless, this section‘s aim was to show the linkages in a different light using 

these lessons from nature, and it is hoped that this will provide a useful basis for 

further research and more varied recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 7: FINDINGS 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter summarizes the findings gathered in the course of this research, the 

limitations of the study and its implications, and the proposed next steps. 

 

7.2 Findings 

 

The two concepts of NL and EE were studied for a clearer understanding in order to 

carry out the investigation on the effect of NL on EE which was ultimately the aim of 

the research. In the course of this research, several findings were brought to light. 

They will be discussed below, together with their implications: 

 

 The research on NL brought out several themes around the characteristics for 

such leadership and these are networked, bottom-up and inside-out, 

empowering, values-focused, inspiring, diversity, opportunity-driven, and 

courage-based.  

Implications: NL is still a very new concept and this research provides a better 

understanding of it from the angle of characteristics, which has not been 

carried out prior to this. This can provide a basis of comparison for future 

research on the topic. 

 

 A comparison of NL against current leadership practices using these 

characteristics yielded the result that although it seems to be a form of 

normative leadership, it offers a novelty in its combination of three 

‗empowering‘ forms of leadership – transformational, authentic, and 

distributed leadership.  

 Implications: Tying this in to the research objectives in Chapter 1, this finding 

could offer some encouragement to organizations looking to implement NL, 

making the task less daunting especially if they are already practicing some of 

these forms of ‗empowering‘ leadership. Apart from that, the qualities of 

these ‗empowering‘ forms of leadership which surfaced during this 

comparison and in the course of the study can help convince organizations 
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which are not currently practicing any of these to implement NL. This finding 

also spurred the belief that NL should be explored further to determine if there 

are more distinctive qualities to it. 

 

 The research on EE found that Kahn‘s (1990) model of dimensions of 

psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety, and availability provided 

a good baseline list of drivers against which other sources could be tied in to. 

Implications: This tying in of other sources to Kahn‘s (1990) model offered 

further supporting evidence that meaningfulness, safety, and availability are 

important conditions leading to personal engagement in the workplace. This 

strengthens the understanding of the EE construct and provides a useful basis 

for future research on the drivers of engagement, the focus of which can be 

other factors that promote these psychological conditions. 

 

 Several unique drivers of EE were identified during the research leading to a 

proposed model of EE drivers and they are: 

o ‗Rewards and recognition‘ which was deduced to fall under the 

meaningfulness condition of Kahn‘s model 

o A new category termed ‗organizational affinity‘ which housed three 

new drivers – ‗organizational affiliation‘, ‗organizational resources‘, 

and ‗organizational innovation‘. 

Implications: This provides a more well-rounded and recent view of 

engagement for future research, bringing awareness to the proposed construct 

of ‗organizational affinity‘ which is becoming increasingly relevant and offers 

organizations more options to capitalize on to drive stronger engagement. 

 

 The study of the effects of the NL characteristics on the drivers of EE 

revealed that NL positively affects EE on the whole and especially through 

the characteristics of networked, bottom-up and inside-out, empowering, 

values-focused, and inspire. 

Implications: This suggests that NL can be used to improve EE and that there 

are particular areas in NL that can be focused on to drive this. This finding of 

its effect on EE could motivate companies to implement NL and even though 
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that might be the initial motivation, it could lead to more sustainable 

organizations due to NL‘s values of social and environmental alignment. 

 

 The investigation using a biomimicry lens to offer fresh insights on the 

studied topics yielded resilience and balance as important concepts for 

organizational improvement, more specifically: 

o Resilience is key to organizational longevity and its presence in 

leaders, employees, and the relationships between them drives this. 

o Balance can be applied to internal and external disturbances of an 

organization to bring situations back to a steady state. 

o Balance is the first step towards resilience, which further attempts 

capitalization of disturbances to gain a better position than before. 

o Striking a balance is necessary to secure resilience 

Implications: This offers organizations a fresh perspective from which to view 

organizational improvement, and provides a basis for further research which 

could yield more varied recommendations. 

 

These findings ultimately yielded a better understanding of NL and EE and the 

relationship between both concepts which is important to pave the way for 

encouraging sustainable leadership and engagement in organizations.  

 

7.3 Limitations 

 

The consideration of the results needs to take the limitations of the study and its 

implications into account and they are listed below: 

 

 Most studies in the area of EE on which the literature review was based used 

cross-sectional and self-report data which can limit the conclusions on 

causality and raise concerns on common method bias. More longitudinal and 

experimental studies will be required to provide more supported definitive 

conclusions on the effect of drivers on EE from these studies. 

 Due to its emerging nature, the specific literature on NL has proved limited, 

with most of the reports originating from a single source (BCI). This indicates 
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a very possible bias in favour of NL and more critical reviews from different 

sources would be needed in future studies to eliminate this bias. 

 The new proposed construct of ‗organizational affinity‘ as a psychological 

condition for the proposed engagement model has not been proven through 

relevant measurement methods. 

 The study and its findings and recommendations are based considerably on 

literature and have not been tested as a whole in practical settings which raises 

the questions of feasibility (executability with means at hand), acceptability 

(compatibility with current systems), and suitability (actual solving of 

problems faced) in real-world scenarios. 

 Regardless of the desired scenario of shared leadership responsibility by all, 

there is still a need in NL for overall leadership to set necessary conditions. 

This seems to require leaders who are well-rounded (as with most other 

leadership approaches) in the characteristics listed and the lack of such 

aggregate capability in leadership needs to be considered. 

 The study on the NL concept was based on themes around characteristics for 

such leadership which resulted in the respective conclusions of the later 

sections. Using this angle could have been restrictive and further broader, 

deeper, extensive, and critical studies need to be conducted to test the validity 

of these conclusions. 

 

7.4 Summary of Findings 

 

The findings and limitations of the study have been specified and as next steps, it is 

proposed that further research and more conclusive studies be conducted on EE, NL, 

and NL‘s effects on EE to further solidify the concepts and NL‘s potential links to 

organizational engagement. Some suggested areas for the research could be to study 

NL using nature‘s principles as a basis to understand it further and provide fresh 

insight. 
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION 

 

―We must leave aside kings, ministers, and generals, and 

study the common, infinitesimally small elements by which 

the masses are moved‖ 

- Tolstoy, cited in de Rond (2003). 

 

It was stated at the start that EE has become a vital concern for organizations today. 

Much research has therefore been carried out to determine the drivers for this and 

findings increasingly indicate what Tolstoy has rightly put - that the little things 

matter. Since then, many ways to increase these drivers have been proposed but the 

search is still ongoing for more resolutions to the issue. 

 

 ―Look deep into nature, and then you will understand 

everything better‖. 

- Enstein, cited in Hinchey and Sterritt (2006). 

 

Taking the wise words of Enstein, this study sought to investigate if Natural 

Leadership would be able to offer further understanding on driving EE. Its main aim 

to investigate the potential effect of NL on EE to determine if this could be a valuable 

option to increase EE in organizations yielded that NL does affect EE positively. 

Furthermore, using the same basis of study of the characteristics of NL to compare 

against current leadership practices, it was deducted that NL offers some 

distinctiveness in its combination of the ‗empowering‘ forms of leadership. Such 

constructive results from this preliminary investigation offers the possibility that 

deeper and further analysis on NL could offer more distinctive qualities and lessons 

which could in return render unique insights on improving EE. 

 

For instance, studying NL from several angles and forming a composite picture could 

have been a better approach rather than just limiting it to a study of its characteristics. 

Nature is a massive interconnected system and a look at the bigger picture could have 

yielded a completely different result - the human tendency to structure into boxes can 

lead to missing out on important connections. A ‗bigger picture‘ angle that could be 

explored further is that NL in its totality is based and drawn from nature‘s principles. 
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These principles tie its individual characteristics into a whole and support it, 

providing robustness and continuity which have been proven over billions of years. 

This holistic approach could be what gives NL the edge over the rest of the leadership 

approaches. It does not mean other leadership approaches are amiss, but rather, that 

NL can encompass these approaches, using them when ‗fit for purpose‘ while having 

its fundamental principles capably providing support to continually evolve and yet 

still remain resilient with the changing times and seasons. Studying NL from this 

point of view could then provide stronger links to improving EE in organizations, for 

example, how the property of being systems-based is reflected in NL and how this 

translates into leader actions and initiatives which lead to EE. There can be arguments 

to this approach as current leadership approaches obviously have their merits, with 

roots dating back to the beginning of civilisation. It could be very possible, however, 

to counter these arguments with solid backing but this would require much more 

vigorous and in-depth studies and comparisons on the intricacies. 

 

To conclude, it is firmly believed that NL has much more to offer than what has been 

proven in this study and that it is still very much worth further looking into. 

Continued studies on it could reveal new unique facets offering original and valuable 

insights into improving EE. And this could very well be the ultimate key to keeping 

the monkeys happy. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1:  

Description of psychological conditions from Kahn‘s (1990) model 

(Refer to Figure 2 for Kahn‘s (1990) model of dimensions of psychological 

conditions) 

 

Kahn (1990) studied personal engagement and disengagement, where he defined 

engagement as the psychological presence when occupying an organizational role and 

disengagement as the withdrawal of such a presence. In a study conducted, he 

distinguished three psychological conditions believed to affect engagement: 

meaningfulness, safety, and availability. They are explained below in greater detail: 

 

1) Psychological meaningfulness: Occurs when one gets the feeling of ―receiving 

a return on investments of one‘s self in a currency of physical, cognitive, or 

emotional energy‖. People will experience such meaningfulness when they 

feel that they are making a difference and are not being taken for granted. 

They need to feel ―able to give to others and to the work itself in their roles 

and also able to receive‖. In short, they need to feel that they are worthwhile, 

valuable, and useful to the organization (Kahn, 1990). According to the data 

collected from Kahn‘s research, three factors were seen to influence 

psychological meaningfulness: task characteristics, role characteristics, and 

work interactions.  

 

2) Psychological safety: Experienced when one feels able to ―show and employ 

one‘s self without fear of negative consequences to self-image, status, or 

career‖. People feel safe in situations where they trust they will not suffer as a 

result of personal engagement and this involves having knowledge and 

understanding of the boundaries between what is allowed and what is not, and 

potential consequences of behaviours (Kahn, 1990). From the research, four 

factors were seen to influence psychological safety: interpersonal 

relationships, group and intergroup dynamics, management style and process, 

and organizational norms. 
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3) Psychological availability: Is described as ―the sense of having the physical, 

emotional, or psychological resources to personally engage at a particular 

moment‖. This is a measure of how much people are able to engage in light of 

distractions experienced as ―members of social systems‖. People‘s availability 

to place their selves into role performances depends on how well they are able 

to cope with the varied demands of the work and nonwork aspects of their 

lives (Kahn, 1990). Data from the studies indicated four types of distractions 

that influence psychological availability: depletion of physical energy, 

depletion of emotional energy, individual insecurity, and outside lives. 
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Appendix 2:  

Definition of concept analysis 

The primary research method used for this study was concept analysis. It is explained 

below in detail with references from literature for further understanding: 

 

According to Baldwin and Rose (2009), ―concept analysis is a method of enquiry that 

is capable of contributing to increasing the body of knowledge‖. It is used for 

clarifying, identifying and yielding the meaning of words (Norris, 1982; Walker and 

Avant, 1995). Baldwin and Rose (2009) state that if the intention is to ―capture 

understanding and clarity about a phenomenon, concept analysis is an appropriate 

research method‖ and that it can enable ―understanding rather than mere knowing and 

provide a knowledge base for practice‖. They categorize this method under qualitative 

research because examining a concept to determine its characteristics and conditions 

differentiating it from others can produce new interpretations of it. Polit and Beck 

(2006) state that there are key reasons for concept analysis as a dissertation research 

method. Apart from providing clarity when a new concept emerges within 

professional fields and being used for practical developments, Baldwin (2008) adds a 

point that is important for this study – that concepts are building blocks of theory and 

need to be clarified in order for theory to be rooted in it. Wilson (1971) asserts that 

concept analysis demands the same skills and level of rigour as other research 

methods, drawing close parallels between the research steps as a comparison. For 

example, in the data collection phase of research methods, concept analysis identifies 

uses of the concept; in analyzing the results, it conducts a thematic analysis of the 

sources; and in presenting the findings, it often produces a model of the concept. In 

speaking about data collection and analysis, Rodgers (1993) states that there needs to 

be identification of data relevant to the attributes of the concept and that ―the 

researcher must look for all statements that provide a clue to how the author defines 

the concept‖. Lobiondo-Wood and Haber (2006) clarify that this analysis provides 

qualitative data in the form of descriptive material that represents the concept while 

Baldwin and Rose (2009) follow up, stating that thematic analysis (―systematic 

classification of the concept‘s attributes, antecedents and consequences‖) is then 

required as a next step. Walker and Avant (1995) suggest to pick the characteristics 

that repeatedly occur in order to identify a concept‘s attributes. 
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