
ORI GIN AL PA PER

Work Engagement in the Third Sector

Kirsikka Selander

Published online: 5 August 2014

� International Society for Third-Sector Research and The Johns Hopkins University 2014

Abstract It has been assumed that third-sector organizations attract ideologically

oriented employees. Therefore, employees consider their work as more meaningful.

However, employees’ ideological orientation has not been taken into account in

previous studies on work engagement. With this in mind, the present study sets out

to apply an extended job demand-resources (JD-R) model in a survey conducted

with Finnish third-sector employees (N = 1,412). The results showed that third-

sector employees report higher work engagement than employees generally in the

work engagement studies. In addition to job demands and resources, work

engagement is associated with public service motivation and value congruence.

Thus, public service motivation theory offers more insight into third-sector

employees’ work engagement than the conventionally used JD-R model.

Résumé Les organisations du tiers-secteur sont supposées attirer les employés

sensibles à une idéologie, qui attribueraient alors plus de sens à leur travail.

Cependant, l’orientation idéologique des employés n’a pas été prise en compte dans

les études précédentes portant sur l’engagement au travail. En gardant cela à

l’esprit, la présente étude établit un modèle « besoins-ressources de travail » étendu

pour l’appliquer à une enquête menée auprès d’employés du tiers-secteur finlandais

(N = 1,412). Les résultats montrent que les employés du tiers-secteur indiquent un

engagement au travail supérieur à celui des employés interrogés généralement dans

les études portant sur l’engagement au travail. Outre les besoins et les ressources,

l’engagement au travail est ici associé à la motivation de service public et à la

congruence des valeurs. Ainsi, la théorie de la motivation de service public offre un

meilleur éclairage sur l’engagement au travail des employés du tiers-secteur que le

modèle besoins-ressources habituellement utilisé.
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Zusammenfassung Man ist bislang davon ausgegangen, dass Organisationen des

Dritten Sektors ideologisch orientierte Mitarbeiter anziehen. Somit messen diese

Mitarbeiter ihrer Arbeit eine größere Bedeutung bei. Doch in früheren Studien zum

Arbeitsengagement wurde die ideologische Orientierung von Beschäftigten nicht

berücksichtigt. Vor diesem Hintergrund wendet die vorliegende Studie bei der

Befragung von finnischen Mitarbeitern im Dritten Sektor (N = 1,412) ein erweit-

ertes Modell zu Arbeitsbelastungen und -ressourcen (Job-Demands-Resources-

Modell) an. Die Ergebnisse zeigten, dass in den Studien zum Arbeitsengagement die

Beschäftigten im Dritten Sektor ein größeres Arbeitsengagement angeben als andere

Beschäftigte im Allgemeinen. Neben den Arbeitsbelastungen und -ressourcen wird

das Arbeitsengagement mit der Motivation zu öffentlichen Dienstleistungen (Public

Service Motivation) und der Wertekongruenz in Verbindung gebracht. Somit bietet

die Theorie der Public Service Motivation einen tieferen Einblick in das Arbeits-

engagement der Beschäftigten im Dritten Sektor als das konventionell angewandte

Job-Demands-Resources-Modell.

Resumen Se ha asumido que las organizaciones del sector terciario atraen a

empleados orientados ideológicamente. Por consiguiente, los empleados consideran

su trabajo como un trabajo más significativo. Sin embargo, la orientación ideológica

de los empleados no ha sido tomada en cuenta en estudios previos sobre el com-

promiso laboral. Con esto en mente, el presente estudio procura aplicar un modelo

ampliado de Demandas-Recursos Laborales a una encuesta realizada con empleados

finlandeses del sector terciario (N = 1,412). Los resultados mostraron que los

empleados del sector terciario declaran un compromiso laboral más elevado que los

empleados en general en los estudios sobre el compromiso laboral. Además de las

demandas y recursos laborales, el compromiso laboral se asocia a la motivación de

servicio público y a la congruencia del valor. De este modo, la teorı́a de la moti-

vación de servicio público ofrece una mejor percepción del compromiso laboral de

los empleados del sector terciario que el modelo Demandas-Recursos Laborales

utilizado convencionalmente.

Keywords Third sector � Work engagement � Public service motivation �
Job demands � Job resources

Introduction

In recent years, paid employment has become more important in organizing third-

sector activities (e.g., Wijkström 2011). These activities have been assumed to

attract especially ideologically oriented employees who share the employer

organization’s values and goals (e.g., Kim and Lee 2007; Light 2002). Some have

even suggested that nonprofit employees are willing to sacrifice their own well-

being for the sake of others (Mann 2006; Perry and Wise 1990). Thus, this kind of

motivation can be expected to produce energetic and enthusiastic employees who do
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not give up even in the face of challenges. They can be expected to experience high

work engagement.

Employees with high work engagement are energetic and determined in their

work. They are proud of and dedicated to work, which they see as rewarding, and

are sometimes so immersed in it that they can lose track of time (Schaufeli et al.

2002). In empirical studies, this kind of attitude to work is usually explained by job

demands and resources. Job demands such as time demands, the unpredictability of

work, and conflicts between work and family have been shown to decrease work

engagement. On the other hand, job resources such as control over work and social

support from supervisors and colleagues have been found to increase work

engagement (Bosman et al. 2005; Hakanen et al. 2008; Huynh et al. 2012; Mauno

et al. 2007).

Previous studies, however, have not been fully able to capture third-sector

employees’ work engagement. Instead, they have concentrated on volunteers

(Huynh et al. 2012) rather than paid employees, and have disregarded public service

motivation theory which suggests that third-sector employees have a special

ideological orientation to work (see e.g., Perry and Hondeghem 2008). This

orientation makes work more meaningful for employees (Mann 2006; Perry and

Wise 1990), and therefore should result in high work engagement. This article

bridges the research gap by analyzing third-sector paid employees and by extending

the previous work engagement models by examining ideological orientation to

work. The literature section provides a more detailed discussion of the work

engagement in the third sector, conceptual model, and related hypothesis. This is

followed by the empirical section which answers two research questions. First, it

determines whether third-sector employees report higher work engagement than

employees generally in the work engagement studies. Second, it analyzes

antecedents of the work engagement. The results show that third-sector employees

experience higher work engagement than employees generally in the work

engagement studies. According to the analysis, this is associated job demands,

and resources and their ideological orientation to work.

Work Engagement and Third Sector

The concept of work engagement represents a relatively new research tradition

called positive psychology. The aim of positive psychology was to encourage focus

on people’s strengths and find out how everyday life could be made more fulfilling

instead of concentrating on mental illnesses and inabilities (Seligman and

Csikszentmihalyi 2000). Work engagement was developed as a positive, yet

distinct from for the concept of burnout (Demerouti et al. 2001). Contrary to

burnout, which is characterized by exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficiency (Maslach

et al. 2001), work engagement was seen as a positive factor related to a state of mind

which consists of vigor, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli et al. 2002, p. 74).

Vigor is defined as an energetic and persistent attitude to work even in the face of

difficulties. Dedication is characterized by strong involvement in work, a sense of

significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, and challenge. The last of the three
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dimensions, absorption, is characterized by total concentration in work, the

employee perceiving time as passing quickly and finding it difficult to detach him/

herself from work (Ibid.).

This kind of energetic and enthusiastic attitude to work is presumably prevalent

in third-sector organizations. Third-sector organizations are mission-driven entities

that do not aim to maximize profits. This approach permeates their organizational

culture and identity and thus has been suggested to serve as a selector to attract

employees who have an ideological orientation to work (Mirvis and Hackett 1983;

Rose-Ackerman 1996). This includes, for example, the assumption that employees

in the third sector share their employer organizations’ ideas and vision (Rose-

Ackerman 1996). Since third-sector organizations enable employees to promote

goals and values that they share with their employer organizations, employees are

more likely to consider their work to be meaningful. In the empirical studies on the

subject, third-sector employees have been shown to be more satisfied and committed

to their work in comparison to employees in either private or the public sector (e.g.,

Borzaga and Tortia 2006; Mirvis and Hackett 1983).

However, not only do third-sector organizations select ideologically oriented

employees, but they also use managerial tools to encourage employees’ involve-

ment in the organization’s objectives (Brown and Yoshioka 2003; Mirvis and

Hackett 1983). According to previous research, these tools include, for example, a

democratic governance structure that gives employees more opportunities to express

themselves freely on the job (e.g., Mirvis and Hackett 1983). In the relevant

empirical studies, third-sector work has been shown to offer more variety,

challenge, and job autonomy in comparison to work in either the public or the

private sector. On the other hand, as a downside of challenging and autonomous

work seems to be that employees do not receive as much direct feedback regarding

their job performance compared to employees in the other sectors (Borzaga and

Tortia 2006; McMullen and Schellenberg 2003; Mirvis and Hackett 1983;

Ruuskanen et al. 2012.). Furthermore, owing to project funding, there is always

an on-going battle of funding during the same time that the client’s needs have to be

met. This is potential source of work insecurity and high time demands

(Cunningham 2001; McMullen and Schellenberg 2003).

Thus, the third-sector operating environment includes two potential sources for

high work engagement: employees’ ideological orientation to work, which makes

work meaningful, and managerial tools that are designed to increase employees’

level of involvement in the work. On the other hand, this working environment has

the potential to limit work engagement, if time demands and employment insecurity

prevent employees from performing their work to their desired standard.

Previous studies, however, do not provide a clear answer as to whether the third-

sector operating environment encourages high or low work engagement. Schaufeli

et al. (2006) found that white-collar workers in the nonprofit sector report less work

engagement than managers, police officers, or educators. From their comparison,

however, it is not apparent whether they understand nonprofit as public or third-

sector employees. Therefore, more reliable assessment of the work engagements

level have to be looked for from other motivational constructs which are closely

related to work engagement. These include ‘‘intrinsic motivation’’ which is closely
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related to vigor, ‘‘commitment’’ which has conceptual similarity with dedication,

and ‘‘flow’’ which is closely related to absorption (Mauno et al. 2007). Of these

intrinsic motivation and commitment are familiar from the previous third-sector

research. It has been observed that third-sector employees show stronger intrinsic

motivation and are more committed to their organization compared with public or

private sector employees (e.g., Borzaga and Tortia 2006; De Cooman et al. 2011).

Thus, based on the third-sector literature, it would seem that third-sector employees

could report a higher work engagement on average than employees in the other

sectors. The following hypothesis is formulated:

Hypothesis 1 Third-sector employees report higher work engagement than

employees generally in the work engagement studies.

Toward Work Engagement’s Conceptual Model in the Third Sector

Regardless of whether third-sector employees report high or low work engagement,

it is important to understand why. Therefore, the second aim of this article is to

analyze work engagement’s antecedents. This will commence by presenting

previous theoretical models of work engagement and showing how they disregard

third-sector employees’ ideological orientation to work.

Most of the previous work engagement studies are based on psychological

models that are designed to study employees’ well-being. Some of the best known

models are job demand-control (JDC) Model (Karasek 1979), effort-reward

imbalance (ERI) model (Siegrist 1996), and job demands-resources (JD-R) model

(Demerouti et al. 2001; Bakker and Demerouti 2007). Karasek’s JD-R and Siegrist’s

ERI models are so-called balance models. Karasek (1979) assumes that well-being

is result of high job demands and high control over work, whereas Siegrist (1996)

suggests that it is a result of a balance between (a) the efforts that employees put

into their work and (b) potential rewards such as salary, esteem rewards or status

control, which they receive as compensation. Critics against these models have

focused particularly on their simplicity. The models concentrate on only a few job

characteristics, thus disregarding many other aspects of working life that can

contribute to employees’ well-being (e.g., Bakker and Demerouti 2007; De Jonge

and Kompier 1997). Criticism is taken into account in the more recently developed

JD-R model, which, for this reason, is more flexible in terms of job characteristics

(Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Hakanen and Roodt 2010). In the JD-R model, job

characteristics are divided into job demands and resources. Job demands refer to

physical, psychological, social, and/or organizational aspects of the job that require

physical and/or psychological effort from an employee (Demerouti et al. 2001).

Examples are time and work pressure, role conflicts, and emotional demands. Job

resources, in turn, refer to the physical, psychological, social, and/or organizational

characteristics of the job which help the employee achieve goals, reduce job

demands, or stimulate personal growth and development. Examples of resources are

career opportunities, social support, role clarity, and job control. In the JD-R model,
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job demands are assumed to decrease work engagement, whereas job resources are

assumed to increase it (Demerouti et al. 2001; Schaufeli and Bakker 2004).

The JD-R model can be used to analyze third-sector managerial practices such as

job autonomy, but it is too limited to reveal the whole picture of third-sector work

engagement. It does not take into account employees’ ideological orientation.

Therefore, this article extends the JD-R model toward public service motivation

theory. It suggests that third-sector employees identify with their job because they

want to serve the public interest or some other philosophical goals and values which

they share with their employer organization (Mann 2006; Perry and Vandenabeele

2008; Rainey and Steinbauer 1999). This makes work more meaningful and

therefore it is assumed to lead to many positive outcomes (Perry and Wise 1990)

such as work engagement.

Previously public service motivation theory has been used to explain, for example,

high job performance, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment (e.g., Alonso

and Lewis 2001; Brewer and Selden 2000; Crewson 1997; Naff and Crum 1999). Most

of these studies, however, have concentrated on public servants with whom the

concept was initially associated (see definitions in Perry and Wise 1990; Rainey 1982).

Only recently has it been noted that third-sector employees also share similar concern

with services that enrich communities and civil society (e.g., Mann 2006; Park and

Word 2012). As a difference to the public sector, however, it seems to be that third-

sector employees are not that interested in policy making (Word and Carpenter 2013)

or servicing the public and public good, but instead their service motivation is more

related to the local level (Lee and Wilkins 2011).

Despite these differences third-sector employees’ service motivation can be

assumed to motivate employees to perform better and increase their involvement in

organizations activities (Leiter 2008; Perry and Wise 1990). In this article, it is further

assumed to increase work engagement. Following on from the discussion above, this

article proposes an extended JD-R model to study third-sector employees’ work

engagement (see Fig. 1). As in the JD-R model, job demands are assumed to decrease

work engagement, whereas job resources are assumed to increase it (Halbesleben

2010). An entirely new element is employees’ ideological orientation to work, which

includes public service motivation and value congruence. Ideological orientation is

considered as distinct from job resources, since previously, Leiter (2008) argued that

considering values as a job resource neglect its implications for involvement and

efficacy. In the model, both dimensions of ideological orientation are presumed to

increase work engagement. More detailed discussion of variables and hypotheses

associated with the figures are presented in the following chapters.

Job Demands and Resources in the Third Sector

The original part of the JD-R model covers job demands and resources (see Fig. 1).

Of these job demands have been suggested to interfere with the employees’

perceived reciprocity and thus result in reduced work engagement (Bosman et al.

2005; Maslach et al. 2001). Specifically, in terms of job demands, this article

concentrates on time demands, unpredictability of work, and employment
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insecurity. The first of these, time demands, resembles quantitative workload that is

too much work in a limited amount of time (see, e.g., Karasek and Theorell 1990).

Unpredictability of work, also called qualitative insecurity, resembles a threat of

changes in important job features. Employment insecurity, also called quantitative

insecurity, in turn, resembles threat of job loss. Previous studies from the third

sector suggest that third-sector organizations may have difficulties in offering

employees secure jobs with reasonable time demands, because of the discontinuity

associated with their project funding (Cunningham 2001; McMullen and Schellen-

berg 2003). Higher time demands, unpredictability, and insecurity, compared to the

public and private sectors, has been further observed among Finnish third-sector

employees (see Ruuskanen et al. 2012). Since employees cannot predict upcoming

work tasks or whether they have workplace at all, these will cause stress and

decreased work engagement (see, e.g., Sverke et al. 2002). In the empirical studies

high workload and employment insecurity have been observed to reduce work

engagement (e.g., Bosman et al. 2005; Halbesleben 2010; Mauno et al. 2007). These

studies, however, did not analyze the other dimension of insecurity. Since both

insecurities can be considered as stressors (Sverke et al. 2002) and both are

important threats in third-sector work (Ruuskanen et al. 2012), the unpredictability

of work will also be assumed to reduce work engagement. Based on the discussion

above the following hypothesis is formulated:

Hypothesis 2 Job demands decrease work engagement. Specifically, time

demands, unpredictability of work, and employment insecurity are negatively

associated with work engagement.

In terms of work engagement, the most important job characteristics, however,

are related to available job resources (Halbesleben 2010). They help employees to

achieve work goals and to stimulate personal growth and development. Further-

more, job resources may also reduce job demands (Schaufeli and Bakker 2004).

Specifically, as regards job resources, this article focuses on job control and social

Fig. 1 Extended JD-R model with the ideological orientation component
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support from supervisor and colleagues. First, job control refers to employees’

decision latitude and abilities to use their own skills at work (Karasek and Theorell

1990). Previous studies have observed that third-sector organizations offer their

employees more autonomy and opportunities to express themselves freely on the job

than are available in either public or private sector organizations (Borzaga and

Tortia 2006; McMullen and Schellenberg 2003; Ruuskanen et al. 2012). Second,

this article analyzes social support, which refers to various types of support such as

assistance that employees receive from others within the organization. Previous

studies suggest that third-sector employees do not receive as much social support

from their supervisors, or direct feedback regarding their job performance,

compared to employees in the public and private sectors. In turn, social support

from colleagues does not differentiate the sectors (Mirvis and Hackett 1983;

Ruuskanen et al. 2013). Both types of social support, however, are important for

employees since encouragement and discussion of problems help employees to

achieve their work goals and increase work engagement (e.g., Schaufeli and Bakker

2004). In the previous empirical studies job control and social support have been

shown to increase paid (e.g., Mauno et al. 2007) and voluntary (Huynh et al. 2012)

employees’ work engagement. Thus, based on the discussion above the following

hypothesis is formulated.

Hypothesis 3 Job resource increases work engagement. Specifically, job control,

social support from supervisor, and social support from colleagues increase work

engagement.

Third-Sector Employees’ Ideological Orientation as an Extension
of the JD-R Model

In addition to job demands and resources, this article includes third-sector

employees’ ideological orientation as part of the JD-R model (see Fig. 1). Positive

attitudes to work help employees to consider their work as more meaningful and

thus motivate them to perform better and increase their involvement in organiza-

tional activities (Leiter 2008; Perry and Wise 1990). Specifically, ideological

orientation includes public service motivation and value congruence.

Public service motivation refers to employee orientation to deliver services to

people with the intention of doing good for others and society (Perry and

Hondeghem 2008).This is reflected, for example, in Light’s (2002) observations that

third-sector employees considered ‘‘accomplishing something worthwhile’’ as more

important reason to take their current job than employees in the for-profit or public

sector. This kind of attitude makes work more meaningful and can lead to many

positive outcomes such as better job performance, higher job satisfaction,

organizational commitment (Perry and Wise 1990), and work engagement.

Nevertheless, previous studies also suggest that implementation of public service

motivation depends on employer organization (Moynihan and Pandey 2007; Taylor

2007). In order for public service motivation to increase positive outcomes,

employees and an organization’s values have to fit together and employees must see
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that their values are being realized in everyday life (Bright 2008; Wright and

Pandey 2008). Therefore, public service motivation has to be considered alongside

value congruence. Value congruence refers to common values with the employer

organization and, according to Leiter (2008), it motivates employees to pursue

shared objectives and thus increase their work engagement. Based on the discussion

above the following hypothesis is formulated:

Hypothesis 4 Employees’ ideological orientation to work increases work

engagement. Specifically, public service motivation and value congruence increase

work engagement.

Data and Methods

Data for this article were collected from Finland, which is one of the Nordic

countries. Traditionally, in the Nordic countries, the share of paid labor has been

relatively small because of the third-sector organizations’ small share in the welfare

service production (Salamon et al. 2003). In recent years, however, the distinct roles

of a strong welfare state and civil society have started to fragment. In particular,

municipalities, which are the basic providers of welfare services in Finland, have

increasingly turned welfare service production over to third-sector organizations

(e.g., Julkunen 2000; Möttönen and Niemelä 2005). Increasing role in the welfare

services has further increased the importance of paid employees in the Nordic

countries (e.g., Wijkström 2011). For example, in Finland, full-time equivalent

(FTE) employees have increased by 62 % in the third sector since 1995. In 2011,

third-sector organizations employed approximately 77,000 FTE employees, which

represented 5 % of total employment in the Finnish economy (Statistics of Finland

2012).

Previously, however, Finnish third-sector employees did not receive much

attention in academic studies. One reason could be the difficulty of collecting a

sample of employees. In Finland, third-sector paid work is divided between a

number of organizations. According to the National board of Patents and

Registration of Finland, there are approximately 133,000 associations (Register of

Associations 2011) and 2,800 foundations (Register of Foundations 2011). Most of

third-sector organizations are small or they do not have paid employees. Collecting

a representative sample of third-sector employees is therefore difficult.

In the ‘‘Paid work in the third sector’’ project, employees were approached

through their trade unions (Ruuskanen et al. 2012). Union density among employees

is high in Finland (70 %) compared with other OECD countries (OECD 2012),

which means that trade organizations’ membership registers are good resources for

reaching third-sector employees. Four main trade unions were identified in expert

interviews and selected for the study. These were: Akava Special Branches (Akavan

erityisalat), the Trade Union for the Public and Welfare Sectors (JHL), the

Federation of Special Service and Clerical Employees (ERTO), and the Union of

Professional Social Workers (Talentia).
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The survey was conducted in 2011 using a combination of Internet and postal

surveys. The Internet survey was carried out among all trade unions. The trade

unions sent a link to a web-based survey to all members who had registered their

e-mail address and were employed by an association or foundation. In the registers

of ERTO and JHL, there were more employees whose e-mail addresses were not

available. These employees were considered to differ from the majority (e.g., lower

level of education, older). Therefore, the survey was supplemented with a mail

survey in these two unions. Respondents to the mail survey were chosen by

systematic random sample among members whose e-mail addresses were not

available.

The response rate for the whole dataset was 22 % (e-mail 21 %, mail survey

41 %) and the net sample was 1,412 (N). The response rate was quite low but not

unusual in the last few decades (Anseel et al. 2010). In particular, response rates in

Internet surveys have generally been lower than in mail surveys (Shih and Fan

2008). Possible reasons include the increased volume of unsolicited ‘‘junk’’ mail

and obsolete e-mail addresses. Also, in this study, the majority of surveyed members

did not respond to the e-mail message: only 30 % opened the link. Nevertheless,

despite the low response rate and the decision to target the survey at the four trade

organizations, the sample appeared to be fairly representative. In a comparison

between Statistic Finland’s (2012) information on FTE employees and the numbers

of employees in this dataset, the percentages of different fields were mostly

consistent (social and health care: StatFi 44 % vs. this 47 %; activities of

membership organization1: StatFi 15 % vs. this 16 %; culture, sport, and recreation:

StatFi 11 % vs. this 14 %; business and professional associations: StatFi 8 % vs.

this 7 %). Education and research was the only field under-represented in the dataset

(StatFi 16 % vs. this 6 %).

Measures

Dependent Variable

To measure work engagement, the validated Finnish version of the shorter Utrecht

Work Engagement Scale was used (Hakanen 2002; Schaufeli et al. 2002). The

UWES instrument consists of nine items, which form three underlying dimensions.

Vigor is described by three statements: ‘‘at my work, I feel bursting with energy’’,

‘‘at my job, I feel strong and vigorous’’, and ‘‘when I get up in the morning, I feel

like going to work’’. Dedication is described by the following statements: ‘‘I am

enthusiastic about my job’’, ‘‘my job inspires me’’, and ‘‘I am proud of the work that

I do’’. The last of the three dimensions, absorption, is described by these statements:

‘‘I feel happy when I am working intensely’’, ‘‘I am immersed in my work’’, and ‘‘I

get carried away when I’m working’’. The response scale is rated on a 7-point

1 Activities of membership organization refer to different kinds of advocacy groups. These include, for

example, environmental protection, charities, parent associations, etc.
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frequency-based scale (1 = never to 7 = every day). The Cronbach alpha for the

scale is 0.94 (M = 4.71, SD = 1.10).

Independent Variables

Several variables related to job demands and resources as well as employees’

ideological orientation to work were used as explanatory variables. Most of them

were adopted from the Finnish Quality of Work Life Survey (QWLS) and the

general Nordic questionnaire for psychological and social factors at work

(QPSnordic). The questions were originally given in Finnish.

Job demands include three variables: time demands, unpredictability of work,

and employment insecurity. Time demands were measured by three questions: ‘‘To

what extent does your work involve tight schedules?’’, ‘‘How often do you need to

extend your working day in order to get all the work done?’’, and ‘‘How often do

you feel that you do not have enough time to do your work as well and as

thoroughly as you would like to?’’ (response options from 1 = totally disagree to

4 = totally agree). The mean of these variables forms a sum scale (M = 2.69,

SD = 0.71, Cronbach a = 0.75). The second factor of demands is the unpredict-

ability of work, which was measured by two variables (response options: 0 = no,

1 = yes): the threat of ‘‘unforeseen changes’’ and ‘‘intolerable increase in

workload’’. Together, these form the unpredictability index, which can have values

from 0 to 2 (M = 1.04, SD = 0.82, Cronbach a = 0.54). The third job-related

demand is employment insecurity. It consists of three threats: ‘‘temporary

dismissal’’, ‘‘dismissal’’, and ‘‘unemployment’’ (0 = no, 1 = yes). Together, these

form the employment insecurity index, which can have values from 0 to 3

(M = 0.51, SD = 0.90, Cronbach a = 0.75).

Job control, social support from supervisors, and social support from colleagues

were identified as job resources. The first, job control, consists of six questions.

Respondents were asked whether they are able to ‘‘learn new things’’, ‘‘apply their

own ideas at work’’, whether ‘‘their job requires creativity’’, and are they able to

influence ‘‘…the content of their tasks’’, ‘‘…working methods’’, or ‘‘…working

hours’’ (response options from 1 = never to 4 = always). The mean of these scores

forms a sum variable (M = 2.78, SD = 0.54, Cronbach a = 0.81). The second job

resource is social support from supervisors. It consists of seven statements

concerning the respondent’s immediate superior: my superior ‘‘supports and

encourages me’’, ‘‘rewards good work performance’’, ‘‘discusses with us often’’,

‘‘speaks openly about everything concerning the workplace’’, ‘‘encourages his/her

subordinates to study and develop in their work’’, ‘‘gives sufficient feedback about

how well I have succeeded in my work’’, and ‘‘delegates responsibility sensibly to

his or her subordinates’’ (response options from 1 = totally disagree to 5 = totally

agree). The mean of these seven items forms a sum scale (M = 3.44, SD = 1.03,

Cronbach a = 0.93). In addition to support from supervisors, social support from

colleagues was also included as a job resource. Social support from colleagues was

queried through two questions: ‘‘When your work seems difficult, do you receive

support and encouragement from your co-workers?’’, and ‘‘If needed, are your co-

workers willing to listen to your work-related problems?’’ (response options from
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1 = newer to 4 = always). Together, these form a mean sum variable (M = 3.08,

SD = 0.76, Cronbach a = 0.88).

Employees’ ideological orientation to work was analyzed based on public service

motivation and value congruence. Public service motivation has been most often

measured with James Perry’s scale (1996). Because of data limitations, however, the

present study was not able to use this scale. We recognize that the use of some other

scale is not ideal because it undermines the comparability of results with previous

studies. The scale used in this study, however, mostly resembles Perry’s subscale

commitment to public interest and thus gives insight into the relationship between

work engagement and third-sector employees’ desire to serve the community. It

consisted of three questions: How important do you consider that your work ‘‘is

socially beneficial?’’, ‘‘gives you a sense of accomplishing something worth-

while?’’, and ‘‘enables you to help and take care of other people?’’ (1 = not

important, 5 = very important). The mean of these items forms a sum scale

(M = 4.24, SD = 0.68, Cronbach a = 0.70). Second, the study examined value

congruence through one statement: ‘‘I feel that my values and the organization’s

values are very similar’’ (1 = totally disagree, 4 = totally agree, M = 3.83,

SD = 0.99).

Background Variables

Several background variables were used in addition to the variables described

above. These include gender, age, occupational class, field of employer activity,

workplace size, and employment contract. Information of demographic character-

istics of the sample is presented in Table 1. It shows that the third-sector workforce

is female-dominated and concentrated on expert positions. Most of employees are

working in small, social, and health care organizations with permanent work

contract.

Statistical Methods

The article uses mean comparisons and variance analysis to reveal whether third-

sector employees report higher work engagement than employees generally in the

work engagement studies. These will answer hypothesis 1. This is followed by

hierarchical multiple regression analysis, which examines the connections between

background variables, job demands, job resources, and employees’ ideological

orientation to work for work engagement. Thus, it will provide answers to the rest of

the hypotheses (2–4). Hierarchical regression analysis was also performed by using

natural logarithmic transformation of the work engagement scale. This was done

because work engagement scale is skew (-1.33). The results, however, remained

the same, which authorizes the use of the original scale. These, therefore, will be

reported.
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Level of Work Engagement

Mean of work engagement in the Finnish third sector is 4.71 (95 % confidence

interval for mean 4.65–4.77, N = 1,253). This illustrates high work engagement if

compared with average value in the Finnish UWES-9 manual (M = 4.26, 95 %

confidence interval for mean 4.24–4.28, N = 16,335).2 For reference, the UWES

manual was chosen, since in Finland there is no representative national sample of

work engagement. Thus, the UWES manual, that has a combined number of

datasets from different professional groups, provides the best approximate of the

work engagement level in Finland.

Based on this comparison, third-sector employees seem to experience higher

levels of work engagement than Finnish employees in the work engagement studies

generally. Some of these differences, however, can be related to third sector special

labor market structure. Based on previous study by Ruuskanen et al. (2012), the

third-sector workforce is female dominated (85 %) compared with public (71 %)

and private (44 %) sectors. On average, they are slightly older (M = 45) than

employees in the private sector (M = 40). There are more employees working in

expert or managerial positions (70 %) than in the public (63 %) or private (45 %)

sectors. Furthermore, based on international classification of nonprofit organizations

(ICNPO, Salamon and Anheier 1996), the majority of Finnish third-sector

employees are concentrated in social and health care (47 %), followed by culture,

sport, and recreation (14 %) and development and housing (10 %) (see Table 1).

Most of employees work in a small workplace with less than 10 employees (40 %),

whereas in the public (20 %) or private (26 %) sector small workplaces are not that

common. Furthermore, in the third sector there are more employees who are

working on a fixed term contract (21 %) than in the public (19 %) or private (8 %)

sector (See Ruuskanen et al. 2012).

Because the UWES manual (Hakanen 2009) does not provide mean and standard

deviations for each of these groups, the level of work engagement was compared

inside the third sector. The results of the variance analysis show that the third-sector

workforce is quite homogenous in terms of work engagement (see Table 1). Level

of work engagement is not related to gender, field of employment activity, size of

the workplace or type of employment contract. Age, however, is weakly correlated

with work engagement (r = 0.059, p = 0.042). Older employees are more engaged

in their work than younger ones. This connection, however, is so weak that it does

not have any practical significance. The only variable which has strong connection

to work engagement is occupational class (see Table 1). As the occupational class

rises, employees’ experience of work engagement also increases. This is consistent

with previous studies which observed that executives report higher work engage-

ment than blue-collar workers (e.g., Mauno et al. 2007; Schaufeli et al. 2006). Thus,

it can partly explain mean differences observed between third-sector employees and

mean value of the Finnish UWES-9 instrument.

2 Mean and standard deviation of work engagement are calculated by Researcher of the Finnish Institute

of Occupational Health Jari Hakanen and are available in the UWES manual (see Hakanen 2009, p. 29).
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Results from the third sector confirm hypothesis 1. Third-sector employees report

higher work engagement than employees on average in the work engagement

studies. This is not related to third-sector female domination, bigger share of small

workplaces or concentration in social and health care organizations. Nevertheless, it

can be partly related to domination of expert and managerial positions in the third-

sector workforce. In order to have more information as to why third-sector

employees report high work engagement, hierarchical multiple regression analysis

is next presented.

Work Engagement and Its Antecedents in the Third Sector

Table 2 presents results of a hierarchical multiple regression analysis. This

statistical method was chosen for two reasons. First, it allows determining how

much added variables increase a model’s predictive power. Thus, it will answer

whether employees’ ideological orientation has predictive power beyond job

demands and resources. Second, multiple regression analysis can evaluate

simultaneous contributions of multiple predictors to an observed response. This

eliminates the effect of the third variable in the analysis. In the first model

background variables previously observed as statistically significant were entered

(see Table 1). These include age and occupational class. In the second model job

demands and resources were included. These are the most commonly examined

variables in the JD-R model. Time demands, unpredictability of work, and

employment insecurity were studied as job demands. Job control and social support

from the supervisor and colleagues were examined as job resources. In the last

model the previous conception of the JD-R model was extended by including

employees’ ideological orientation to work. These were public service motivation

and value congruence.

Model 1 shows that age and occupational class account for 1 % of the variance in

work engagement and form a statistically significant regression model (see Table 2).

As previously, in the variance analysis (see Table 1) age and occupational class was

observed to increase work engagement. Older employees and those in expert and

managerial positions report higher work engagement than younger ones or workers.

The addition of job demands and resources in model 2, however, changes the

connection between occupational class and work engagement. After job demands

and resources are controlled, managers and experts report less work engagement

than workers, but only the difference between managers and workers is statistically

significant (Table 2). This observation suggests that third-sector managers have

energetic and dedicated attitude toward their work, but they do not have enough

resources to meet the job demands they are set (see Karasek 1979). Therefore, work

engagement experiences disappear after job demands and resources are taken into

account.

The addition of job demands and resources in model 2 significantly improves

model prediction of work engagement beyond background variables

(F change = 74.09, df1 = 7, df2 = 1,142, p value\ 0.001). Increase in the

explanation power is 31 % points. Specifically, as regards job demands, time
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demands, unpredictability of work, and employment insecurity were analyzed.

Nearly all of these are negatively associated with work engagement thus supporting

hypothesis 2. The only exception to this can be found from time demands. Initially,

as the linear connection was analyzed, there was positive connection between work

engagement and time demands. This has been explained by Mauno et al. (2007),

who speculated that in small amounts time demands may increase work engagement

until they become too excessive and the link becomes negative. Hence, the link

between work engagement and time demands may appear as an inverted j-curve.

Therefore, in the model the second power of time demands was included. Use of the

squared variable reveals whether the link with work engagement in high values of

time demands is negative. As can be seen in Table 2, excessive time demands

decrease work engagement as predicted by the JD-R model. Thus, it appears that in

small amounts the high pace of work promotes vigorous, energetic, and dedicated

attitudes to work, but when the work becomes too hectic, work engagement starts to

decline.

The remaining job demands have weaker link to work engagement than time

demands. Insecurity in the form of unpredictability reduces work engagement,

whereas employment insecurity is not linked to work engagement (see Table 2).

Thus, for third-sector employees unpredictability of work is a more serious threat

than fear of losing a job. Since most previous studies on work engagement have

focused only on employment insecurity (e.g., Bosman et al. 2005), this result

Table 2 Work engagement and its antecedents among third-sector employees

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Age 0.060* 0.084** 0.051*

Occupational class (ref. = worker)

Expert 0.072* -0.048 -0.056

Manager 0.099** -0.065* -0.083**

Time demands 0.465** 0.460**

Time demands * time demands -0.338* -0.353*

Unpredictability of work -0.105*** -0.097***

Employment insecurity 0.030 0.022

Job control 0.395*** 0.345***

Social support from supervisor 0.209*** 0.162***

Social support from colleagues 0.071* 0.052

Public service motivation 0.153***

Value congruence 0.131***

F (df1, df2) 4.215 (3, 1149)** 53.690 (10, 1142)*** 54.158 (12, 1140)***

Change in F 4.215 (3, 1149)** 74.089 (7, 1142)*** 38.748 (2,1140)***

Adj. R2 0.008 0.314 0.356

Change in R2 0.011 0.309 0.043

Standardized regression coefficients and statistical significance (p value)

Statistical significance: *p\ 0.05, **p\ 0.01, ***p\ 0.001
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suggests that the other form of insecurity should also be taken into account in the

future.

As regards job resources, job control and social support from supervisors and

colleagues were considered. All of them are statistically significant and positively

related to work engagement (see Table 2). This provides support for hypothesis 3.

Employees who have more opportunities to use their skills and influence the content

of their duties, working methods, and working times are more engaged in their

work. The same is observed in terms of social support from supervisors. The more

supervisors support and encourage employees, reward good performance, have

discussions with them, and delegate responsibility sensibly, the higher the level of

work engagement among employees. Furthermore, social support and encourage-

ment from colleagues promote work engagement, but the link is barely statistically

significant and eventually it disappears in model 3 (See table 2). Thus, it seems that

social support received from supervisors is more important than social support from

colleagues.

In model 3, the JD-R model was extended by including employees’ ideological

orientation to work. This included public service motivation and value congruence.

The addition of ideological orientation to work significantly improved model

prediction beyond job demands and resources (F change = 38.75, df1 = 2,

df2 = 1,140, p value\ 0.001) explaining an additional 4 % points variance in

work engagement. Therefore, the results indicate that the JD-R model can be

extended beyond job demands and resources. Both variables—public service

motivation and value congruence—turned out to be statistically significant and

positively related on work engagement. This confirms hypothesis 4. Employees who

are motivated by public interest and share employer organization’s values are more

engaged in their work despite job demands and resources. The results suggest that

employees’ ideological orientation to work form an important part of third-sector

employees’ work engagement.

Discussion

Previous work engagement models, such as the JD-R model (e.g., Bakker and

Demerouti 2007) or Karasek’s (1979) and Siegrist’s (1996) balance models, are

unable to fully understand third-sector employees’ work engagement. They

concentrate on job demands and resources, and thus ignore the assumption that

third-sector organizations are mission-driven entities that attract ideologically

oriented employees (Mirvis and Hackett 1983; Rose-Ackerman 1996). Based on this

study, third-sector employees’ work engagement stems not only from job demands

and resources as suggested in the previous models, but also from their ideological

orientation to work.

The third-sector operating environment further seems to support employees’ high

work engagement. Compared to previous work engagement studies, third-sector

employees were observed to report higher work engagement than employees in

general. This is consistent with the previous findings, which have shown that

concepts that are closely related to work engagement, such as intrinsic motivation
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and commitment, are more prevalent among third-sector employees than their

counterparts in either the public or the private sector (Borzaga and Tortia 2006; De

Cooman et al. 2011). According to this study, high work engagement can be related

to the fact that third-sector organizations select ideologically oriented employees

and use managerial tools that are designed to support employees’ involvement (e.g.,

Mirvis and Hackett 1983). These tools include, for example, better control over

work (e.g., Borzaga and Tortia 2006; Ruuskanen et al. 2012), which enables

employees to express themselves freely on the job.

Nevertheless, the third-sector operating environment also includes aspects that

limit employees’ work engagement. These include inadequate social support, high

intensity, and unpredictability of work (Cunningham 2001; Ruuskanen et al. 2012).

In particular, social support from supervisors is important for higher work

engagement, but previous studies suggest that third-sector employees do not get

enough feedback regarding their job performance (Mirvis and Hackett 1983).

Therefore, third-sector organizations should develop their managerial tools in a way

as to be able to provide employees with more social support and to relieve job

demands. A practical tool for achieving this could be mentoring, that is, offering

guidance and support from more experienced employees. Mentoring establishes

dialog between parties, and therefore enables more experienced employees to

provide social support and to give advice on how to handle the intensity and

unpredictability of work. This would be especially useful for third-sector managers,

since they were observed to show less work engagement than workers because of

the problems associated with job demands and resources. Thus, mentoring could be

used to detect which job demands and resources cause the most problems for

managers, and could assist in trying to resolve them.

Furthermore, since ideological orientation was observed to increase work

engagement, it should be encouraged by mentoring. Mentors could present the

organization’s goals and values to new employees and thus help them to understand

why the organization is doing the job. They could also explain how employees’ own

work promotes these goals. This would help employees to identify with the

organization, and subsequently create and strengthen public service motivation and

value congruence (See Leiter and Maslach 2010).

Nevertheless, since there are certain limitations related to the present study, these

suggestions should be interpreted with caution. First, this article was based on a

cross-sectional dataset and, therefore, conclusions of causality cannot be made.

Also, data collection from four trade organizations raises the question whether the

results are generalizable to non-unionized third-sector employees even though it

was shown that the data are fairly representative. Therefore, future analysis should

be repeated by using a longitudinal dataset that extends beyond trade unions.

Despite the limitations, however, this article is one of a few studies that have

provided information on third-sector employees’ work engagement. It has shown

that public service motivation theory gives more insight into third-sector employ-

ees’ work engagement than does the conventionally used JD-R model. This analysis

should be continued in future studies. For example, since public service motivation

theory assumes that employees with strong public service motivation are willing to

sacrifice their own well-being for the sake of others (Perry and Wise 1990),
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forthcoming studies could use mediation analysis to test whether employees with

strong public service motivation are willing to withstand more job demands and

lower job resources.
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