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Abstract 

Purpose: This systematic review aimed to fill the literature gap in teachers' work engagement 

in higher education while comprehensively investigating the work engagement of teachers 

working in Chinese higher education. 

Design/methodology/approach: Data collection was documented using the Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) tool, and the Mixed 

Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) 2018 edition was used to evaluate the quality of each 

publication in this study. 

Findings: This paper concludes that UWES is a relatively stable scale in terms of reliability 

and validity in the Chinese context, but the UWES-9 lacks a uniform translation version in 

China. Meanwhile, work resources can promote the work engagement of university teachers 

while work demands inhibit their work engagement, so increasing the work resources of 

university teachers and controlling work demands may be an effective way to increase their 

work engagement. Lastly, research has demonstrated a strong relationship between positive 

psychological factors and work engagement.  

Research limitations/implications: This study excluded literature published in non-English 

languages and grey literature with vague descriptions of the sample (e.g., public school 

teachers, teachers). 

Practical implications: This review highlights the role of positive psychological factors and 

job resources in predicting teachers' work engagement. The findings will be valuable for policy 

development in Chinese higher education institutions undergoing rapid development, 

particularly those facing faculty shortages and wishing to motivate faculty engagement. 

Originality/value: To further understand the relationship between positive psychological 

variables and work engagement for future research, this study expects that examining the 

impact of these elements on work engagement will encourage discussion among academics and 

practitioners. At the same time, the positive psychology factors of teachers should be properly 

considered in the management and policymaking of higher education institutions. 

 

Keywords: work engagement, Chinese, higher education teacher, review, UWES, JD-R model 
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Introduction  

Recently, scholars and researchers (e.g., Meng & Sun, 2019; Yang, 2021; Zhou et al., 2022) 

have been more interested in the topic of higher education teachers' work engagement. In the 

field of pedagogy, psychology, management, and organizational behaviour, work engagement 

has become one of the most widely contested study subjects (Pollak et al., 2017). Additionally, 

burnout, health problems, and high turnover are common phenomena among less engaged 

teachers (Bal et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2021). Expressly, teachers' engagement in their work 

directly or indirectly affects the teachers themselves, their students, schools, families, and even 

society as a whole (Solís García et al., 2021). Therefore, teachers' engagement has become a 

topic of concern worldwide. 

The growth of research on teachers' work engagement is another illustration of the positive 

psychology shift in work and organizational psychology, which is a shift in academic attention 

from negative work outcomes to work well-being (Bakker et al., 2008; Pollak et al., 2017). 

Compared with the former research, researchers now are focusing on the teachers’ positive 

psychological factors, including teachers’ work engagement, which frequently involves 

energy, involvement, and optimism (Maslach et al., 2001; Ho et al., 2021).  

Similar trends are being observed in the Chinese education sector (Han, Yin, Wang, & Zhang, 

2020a; Meng & Sun, 2019; G. Zeng et al., 2019). Especially after the two social hot topics of 

university teachers' Neijuan (involution) and Tangping (lying flatly) were regarded by scholars 

as the mirror image of work engagement and work disengagement, faculty members’ work 

engagement has received more attention (Lu & Liu, 2023; Li, 2022). However, as an imported 

academic concept, the antecedent variables, outcome variables, and scales of work engagement 

in cross-cultural contexts need to be validated in localized research (Wang, 2018). At the same 

time, teachers’ engagement in China's education sector is critical to the professional 

development of faculty members, the academic achievement of students, and the development 

of the sector, but it is almost ignored in traditional classroom settings in higher education (Zhao 

et al., 2021).  

The following two features demonstrate the significance of this study. Due to the lack of review 

of Chinese higher education teachers’ work engagement, the first purpose is to present a 

cutting-edge review of Chinese higher education instructors' work engagement research as well 

as their findings and fill the literature gap in teachers' work engagement in higher education 

while comprehensively investigating the faculty members’ work engagement Chinese higher 

education. Future research will benefit from a systematic evaluation of the empirical literature 

on teachers' work in China, which will also make knowledge transfer easier for practitioners. 

At the same time, although teachers’ work engagement is gradually gaining attention from 

scholars, empirical research is still not sufficient. Therefore, the second objective is to improve 

the methods of research on higher education teachers' work engagement in China by exposing 

the biases and limits of the existing evidence. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Concept and Dimensions of Work Engagement 

Generally, Kahn (1990) is credited by scholars as being the first to describe and discuss the 

concept of work engagement. In 1990, he held the view that work engagement refers to the 

condition in which organizational members can freely display themselves and devote 

themselves to work (Christian et al., 2011; Kahn, 1990). This view was based on Goffman's 

(1961) theory of individual role performance in social circumstances. Kahn (1990) divided 

work engagement into three dimensions based on extensive research on the subject: cognition, 

physiology, and emotion. These categories are the ability to focus, actively participate in 
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organizational activities, actively demonstrate one's abilities at work, and build strong working 

relationships with others (Kahn, 1990). 

Some scholars contend that the opposite of job burnout is job engagement (e.g. Maslach et al., 

2000; Leiter et al., 1996). According to a study on job health status conducted by Maslach et 

al., (2000), work engagement and job burnout are two connected outcomes that are consistent 

in their internal dimensions and can be correlated with one another in specific situations. The 

Measurement of Burnout Inventory (MBI) reverse score can therefore be used to assess job 

engagement directly (Demerouti & Bakker, 2008). Maslach et al. (2000) noted that job 

engagement is a condition of competence in which a person is full of energy in a job, engages 

in a task with a high sense of efficacy, and can effectively cooperate with others. Job 

engagement may be described by three dimensions: energy, involvement, and sense of efficacy. 

However, Schaufeli and fellow researchers approach the idea of engagement in a different way 

(Bakker & Albrecht, 2018; Schaufeli, 2002; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Work engagement is 

defined as a healthy psychological state characterized by intense vigour, dedication, and 

absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002; Bakker, 2022; Mérida-López et al., 2023). High levels of 

energy and mental toughness while working are indicative of vigour; being actively interested 

in one's profession and feeling a sense of purpose, passion, and challenges are all signs of 

dedication; being completely focused and contentedly involved in one's task, during which time 

goes quickly, is known as absorption (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). This study found that almost 

all scholars in the last five years of research on the work engagement of higher education 

teachers have used the definition of work engagement proposed by Schaufeli et al. (2002). 

Therefore, this study also adopted this definition to interpret the concept of higher education 

teachers’ work engagement. 

 

Work Engagement among Teachers in Chinese Higher Education Sector 

Universities from different countries face diverse problems and difficulties that are particular 

to their political structures, economic reality, and cultural traditions (Han et al., 2020), while 

university instruction is distinct from that found in elementary and secondary institutions. 

Knowledge production is scholarly, and its transmission is challenging as well (Xu et al., 2023). 

During the past two decades, the Chinese higher education sector experienced a large-scale 

expansion (Guo et al., 2019). However, the expansion can put academic staff under additional 

job expectations and pressures (Cao & Zhang, 2022; Liu et al., 2019). Therefore, rapid changes 

can be a barrier to teachers' work engagement (Diedericks et al., 2019). 

Higher education teachers' work engagement could be also influenced by their cultural 

background (Ahuja & Gupta, 2019). Confucianism also provides a philosophical and ethical 

basis for Chinese thinking and behaviour within the context of Chinese culture, emphasizing 

harmonious interpersonal connections and high collectivism (Zeng & Xu, 2020). Due to the 

influence of traditional thinking, it is more common for Chinese university instructors to show 

cynicism in their profession, and their unwillingness to be extremely prominent in their work 

engagement makes them stand out from the group (Zhang et al., 2021). 

Compared to Western universities, Chinese universities' faculty members frequently have to 

balance more competing demands on their time for teaching, research, and administration (Han 

et al., 2021). This suggests that administrative factors have a role in the grading system, 

confounding academic reasoning (Ren & Liu, 2021), and this tendency increases the workload 

for college lecturers (Xu et al., 2023a). In Chinese higher education, the supervisor-subordinate 

guanxi (S-S) is a unique interpersonal relationship that refers to those interactions that take 

place between superiors and subordinates after work (Zeng & Xu, 2020). Employees with a 

high-quality S-S guanxi will take an active and effective part in organizational decision-making 

as they acquire more valued resources (Cheung & Wu, 2011). Therefore, College teachers 
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experience crises relating to their mental and physical health, professional identity, and 

academic engagement (Xu et al., 2023a). 

 

Work Engagement Scales  

The UWES created by Schaufeli et al. (2002) is the most popular work engagement measure 

since it has stayed steady across cultures and occupational groups and has strong reliability and 

validity (Zhang & Gan, 2005). 17 items of UWES were translated into Chinese by Zhang & 

Gan (2005), and the back-translated English version was reviewed by Schaufeli the main 

developer of the UWES. There are other techniques, though, often developed by researchers 

for measuring teachers’ work engagement. For instance, the 18-item Work Engagement Scale 

(JES18) operationalizes Kahn's (1990) multidimensional hierarchical theory of the engagement 

and manifestation of an individual's preferred self in work performance (Houle et al., 2022). 

He divides work engagement into three dimensions: physical, cognitive, and emotional (Kahn, 

1990). In addition, a scale designed by Kanungo (1982) has been used to measure the work 

engagement of higher education teachers (J. Zeng & Xu, 2020b). Utilizing the three 

methodologies of semantic differential, questionnaire, and graphic, independent measures of 

job and work components were developed (Kanungo, 1982). Several scales mentioned above 

have been used by only a few scholars in the study of teachers' work engagement in higher 

education and are not representative enough to form a systematic review. 

 

Work Engagement and JD-R Model   

In the last five years of research on the job engagement of higher education teachers, the JD-R 

model has been examined very frequently since it has developed into a leading heuristic 

framework for widely conceptualizing occupational psychological health (Schaufeli & Taris 

2014). The literature utilizing the JD-R model to forecast school teachers' work engagement 

and well-being has expanded at the same time, demonstrating the model's suitability for use in 

educational contexts (e.g., Yin, et al., 2016; Han et al., 2020a). Some of the studies are 

empirical studies of the JD-R model itself (e.g., Han et al., 2020a; Han et al., 2020b), while 

others use the JD-R model as an underlying theory (e.g., Cao & Zhang, 2022; Bi & Ye, 2021). 

Demerouti et al. (2001) originally put forth the JD-R model in a study of burnout. Job resources 

are described as elements that help facilitate attaining work goals and lower physiological and 

psychological costs, whereas job demands are diverse parts of a job that require consistent 

effort and are therefore connected with those costs (Breevaart et al., 2016; Schaufeli & Taris, 

2014; Demerouti et al., 2001). Work engagement is influenced by two factors: job resources, 

and personal resources, according to the relationship between the JD-R model and work 

engagement as put out by Bakker (2011). All organizational, social, psychological, and 

physical components of employment are considered job resources (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

These tools assist staff in minimizing the negative effects of work demands, accomplishing 

goals, and improving the workplace (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Additionally, personal 

resources are derived from unique psychological states (Schaufeli, 2017) and enable staff 

members to provide favourable self-evaluations of the company (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). 

There is a clear preference among scholars for individual resource studies in the research on 

predictor variables of work engagement among university teachers, such as the study of the 

effect of efficacy, and trait mindfulness on work engagement (Bi & Ye, 2021; Yang, 2021; Ge, 

2022). Therefore, the above description demonstrates that the JD-R model has broad 

application in the Chinese context and that the current research trend prefers to study teachers’ 

work engagement at the individual level.  
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Methods 

 

Data Collection and Study Strategy 

This study employed a systematic search of the literature to assemble pertinent information 

about the work engagement of teachers in higher education. Google Scholar, Web of Science, 

and SCOPUS, three databases supported by University Sains Malaysia, and academic social 

networks (ResearchGate) were used to gather the sample of articles for evaluation. A Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) flow diagram was 

used to document this procedure (Kucharczuk et al., 2022; Moher et al., 2009). These databases 

were searched using a variety of keywords, including “work engagement”, “job engagement”, 

“engagement”, “UWES”, “burnout”, “Chinese higher education teacher”, “Chinese university 

teacher”, “Chinese college teacher”, “Chinese vocational education teacher”. The literature 

selection process is shown in Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 PRISMA flow diagram (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 2015) 

 

Eligibility Standards and Literature Selection 

Articles are required to be published between January 2018 and June 2023 to meet this study's 

inclusion standards. The following criteria were used to choose studies for inclusion in the 

sample: 1) been written in English, 2) empirical study, 3) done in China, 4) recognized higher 

education teachers’ work engagement as a variable and must be a quantitative study, 5) study 

needed to provide details on its findings (e.g., relationships between work engagement and 

other variables). 

The keywords were chosen to include the widest possible range of different higher education 

providers and their work engagement frameworks. The search includes three groups of terms. 
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additional occupational terms (e.g., university teacher, higher education teacher, university 

educator, university lecturer). The third group includes terms related to work engagement, such 

as work engagement, job engagement, engagement, UWES, and burnout. During the screening 

of articles, the keywords, title, or abstract of an article must contain two or more of the above-

mentioned terms to be included in the search. Also, we have adjusted the search strategy 

according to the different search methods of each database. 

 

Quality Assessment 

The Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) 2018 edition was used to evaluate the quality of 

each publication in this study (Hong et al., 2018). Reviewers can use the MMAT as a valid and 

reliable instrument to evaluate mixed-methods, qualitative, and quantitative studies against five 

criteria (Hong et al., 2018; Kucharczuk et al., 2022). In the 2018 version of the MMAT, the 

MMAT authors created a ranking system to judge study quality more clearly (Wong et al., 

2020). Articles were rated as high quality if all five ranking criteria were met, medium quality 

if four criteria were met, and low quality if three or fewer criteria were met (Wong et al., 2020). 

The primary evaluation was carried out by the main author, who then had the secondary author 

examine it. Disagreements were settled by conversation until an agreement was reached.  

 

Data Analysis 

The data collected includes authorship, study design, occupation of the population, response 

rate (or sample size), statistical methodology, MMAT quality classification, and targeted 

findings. Table 1 lists the basic information of the 12 articles selected according to the 

evaluation criteria of the MMAT. This paper will also review the topic of faculty work 

engagement in higher education based on these characteristics. 

 

Table 1 Study characteristics selected according to the MMAT 

Article 

Citation 

Study 

Design 

Occupation 

of samples 

Response 

rate / N 

Statistical 

analysis 

Quality 

Assessment 

(MMAT) 

(Rashidin 

et al., 

2020) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

Chinese 

faculties 
84% 

Correlation, 

regression, 

independent 

sample T-

test 

High 

(J. Zeng & 

Xu, 

2020a) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

Young 

teachers from 

Chinese 

universities 

68% 
Hierarchical 

regression 
High 

(Han, Yin, 

Wang, & 

Zhang, 

2020c) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

University 

teachers in 

China 

78.8% SEM High 

(Cao & 

Zhang, 

2022) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

University 

faculty in 

China 

N=375 SEM Medium 
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Results 

According to the article screening control criteria for this study, the relevance of 339 

publications was evaluated based on their titles and abstracts, leading to the elimination of 324 

items. The final sample size was 12 articles after a comprehensive review of the remaining 18 

articles led to the exclusion of six of them for three main reasons: the occupation did not fall 

under the category of higher education teachers (e.g., secondary school teachers, elementary 

school teachers); the results did not significantly connect with work engagement; and the study 

was not carried out in China. 

All 12 articles screened for this review belonged to quantitative descriptive studies. All articles 

were published between January 2018 and June 2023. All 12 studies were conducted in China, 

and the population of the research was all Chinese higher education teachers. 

After assessing the quality of all articles using MMAT, 8 studies were categorized as high 

quality (Bi & Ye, 2021; Guo et al., 2020; Han et al., 2020; Han et al., 2020a; Meng & Sun, 

2019; Rashidin et al., 2020; Sang et al., 2023; Zeng & Xu, 2020b) and 4 studies were assessed 

as medium quality (Cao & Zhang, 2022; Ge, 2022; Xu et al., 2023; Yang, 2021). Details are 

given in Table 1. 

(Ge, 2022) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

Chinese 

instructors  
N=300 

Linear 

multiple 

regression 

Medium 

(Xu et al., 

2023) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

Chinese 

university 

teachers 

N=7743 CFA Medium 

(Meng & 

Sun, 2019) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

University 

faculty in 

China 

90% 

Independent 

sample T-

tests, 

ANOVA 

High 

(Bi & Ye, 

2021) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

University 

faculty in 

China 

98.79% CFA High 

(Yang, 

2021) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

University 

professors 

and middle 

school 

teachers in 

China 

N=346 

Test of 

Kolmogoro

v-Smirnov 

(KS) 

Medium 

(Guo et 

al., 2019) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

University 

teachers in 

China 

80.9% 

Linear 

regression 

analyses, 

bootstrappin

g test 

High 

(Han et 

al., 2020) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

University 

teachers in 

China 

78.8% SEM High 

(Sang et 

al., 2023) 

Quantitative 

& Likert 

Scales 

Teachers 

from 

universities 

in China 

75.2% SEM High 
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Findings and Discussions 

 

Measurement and Dimension of Work Engagement 

The focus of this study is on the work engagement measured by the UWES. The rationale is as 

follows: 1) The Job Demands-Resources Model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) and the 

Conservations of Resources Theory (Hobfoll, 1989) serve as the foundation for the UWES, 

which are well-established theories of organizational psychology. 2) The UWES, which is 

based on positive psychology, strives to investigate positive psychological resources for 

workers and establish a productive and satisfying work environment (Pollak et al., 2018). 3) 

The review can be placed within the existing body of research on work engagement studies by 

limiting it to studies that used the UWES. 

In this study, it was found that 8 out of 12 articles used different versions of UWES to measure 

the faculty members’ work engagement, details of which are given in Table 2. This table 

reveals that the UWES is a dominant scale in the study of faculty work engagement in Chinese 

colleges and universities. The Chinese version of the UWES-9 (Schaufeli et al., 2006) is the 

most commonly used measure of teacher work engagement in Chinese higher education. 

However, the current lack of a uniform translation version of the UWES-9 (Schaufeli et al., 

2006) and the lack of research describing the author of the translation is a disconcerting result 

for the measurement of teacher work engagement in higher education. UWES-9 (Schaufeli et 

al., 2006) is preferred among academics in comparison to the original UWES-17 (Schaufeli et 

al., 2006). With internal consistency coefficients of at least 0.7 across investigations, which 

means the short version of the UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) has maintained strong reliability 

and validity in the Chinese education sector. The implementation of a Chinese-adapted version 

of the UWES (Zhang & Gan, 2005) is also noteworthy because, in contrast to the traditional 

UWES assessment of dimensions, it emphasizes respondents' vitality, dedication, and focus to 

gauge their level of work engagement (Meng & Sun, 2019). This adaptation of the UWES is 

an innovative attempt to bridge the gap between the different professional groups in the unique 

cultural context of China and the exploration of the positive psychology dimension of work 

engagement among teachers in China (Zhang & Gan, 2005). However, it is significant to 

mention that the UWES is likely to have diversity among studies in various contexts, which 

makes it challenging to improve the measurement instrument and to offer measuring standards 

for work engagement studies in Chinese contexts. Scholars have not suggested any research on 

different versions of the UWES-9's validity or reliability caused by cultural or linguistic 

background. Table 2 lists the examined studies along with details on the UWES's versions and 

the dimensions of scales. 

 

Table 2 UWES Versions used in this study 

Scale 

version 

Researcher (s) 

of adaptation 

Three work 

engagement 

dimensions 

Number 

of studies 
References 

UWES-9 
Schaufeli et al. 

(2006) 

vigour, dedication, 

absorption 
5 

Han et al. (2020a) 

Bi & Ye (2021) 

Guo et al. (2019) 

Han et al. (2020b) 

Sang et al. (2023) 

Cao & Zhang (2022) 

UWES-17 
Schaufeli et al. 

(2006) 

vigour, dedication, 

absorption 
1 Yang (2021) 
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UWES-15 

(Chinese 

version) 

Zhang & Gan 

(2005) 

vitality, dedication, 

focus 
1 Meng & Sun (2019) 

 

Predictors of Work Engagement 

After a review of these scattered studies, 15 antecedent variables of work engagement were 

identified. This also demonstrates the dispersion of variables when studying the faculty 

members’ work engagement. Table 3 details the predictors of teachers' work engagement in 

the Chinese higher education sector. This table divides the predictors of work engagement of 

higher education teachers into three broad categories: 1) conceptual elements; 2) 

Organizational factors & leadership; 3) Job characteristics and employee traits. A review of 

studies of such samples led to the following findings: 

In the past five years,  research about positive organizational behaviour and positive 

psychology has grown rapidly, as a result, work engagement has attracted a lot of attention as 

a positive work condition (Bi & Ye, 2021). In this study, nine of the samples examined teacher 

work engagement at the individual level, eight of which were grounded entirely in a positive 

psychology perspective. This study found two academics who were concerned about the impact 

of efficacy on work engagement which is one of the most typical elements of positive 

psychology (Yang, 2021; Ge, 2022). Teachers’ efficacy could significantly predict both the 

effectiveness of teaching and the academic accomplishment of students (Zee et al., 2018), and 

it could encourage innovations (Klassen & Tze, 2014), predict teacher burnout (Ge, 2022), 

influence teacher well-being (Huang et al., 2019), and improve teachers’ work engagement 

(Yang, 2021; Ge, 2022). Other variables that fall under the category of positive psychology 

have also been studied in the last five years, such as psychological empowerment (Meng & 

Sun, 2019), trait mindfulness (Bi & Ye, 2021), and organizational trust (Zeng & Xu, 2020), 

which have all been demonstrated to positively correlate with the three dimensions of work 

engagement. 

Another research trend is about work stress, and this study found a study that critically 

discusses work stressors and work engagement (Xu et al., 2023). Xu et al. (2023), concentrating 

on what stresses signify to certain individuals, then divided stressors into challenge stressors 

and hindrance stressors, even though there are no stresses that are "good" or "bad" for 

individuals. Instead, people might categorize stressor characteristics differently depending on 

how they initially evaluated them (Cohen & Hamrick, 2003). Finally, they stated that while 

hindrance stressors were negatively correlated with instructional engagement, challenge 

stressors had a significant positive impact on it (Xu et al., 2023). 

In recent years, there has been comparatively less research examining higher education 

teachers' work engagement in terms of organizational-level elements, we have therefore 

grouped organizational factors and leadership factors into one category of research trends. In 

this study, we found that two studies reported  a positive correlation between ethical leadership, 

leader support and teachers’ work engagement (Zeng & Xu, 2020; Cao & Zhang, 2022). 

 

Table 3 Predictors of higher education teachers’ engagement 

Separate 

Groups 

Predictors of Work 

Engagement 
Sample Characteristics References 

Conceptual 

elements 

Job demands (-) 

Job resources (+) 

N=2758;  

56.13% women;  

5.6% professors. 

Han et al. 

(2020a) 

N=2758;  

56.13% women;  

Han et al. 

(2020b) 
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5.6% professors. 

Organizational 

factors & 

leadership 

Ethical leadership (+) 

N=205;  

48.8% women;  

2% professors, 

 42.4% doctoral degree. 

Zeng & Xu 

(2020) 

Leader support (+) 

N=168;  

61.3% women;  

22.4% professors. 

Cao & Zhang 

(2022) 

Job 

characteristics 

and 

employee’s 

traits 

Workplace spirituality 

(+) 

N=168;  

23.8% women;  

2.4% professors;  

19% doctoral degree. 

Rashidin et al. 

(2020) 

Psychological 

empowerment (+) 

N=162;  

62.96% women;  

19.75% professors;  

38.27% doctoral degree. 

Meng & Sun 

(2019) 

Self-Efficacy (+)/ 

Collective Efficacy (+) 

N=300;  

68% women. 
Ge (2022) 

Self-Efficacy (+)/ 

Collective Efficacy (+) 

N=346;  

80.06% women. 
Yang (2021) 

Well-being (+) 
N=7743;  

59% women. 
Xu et al. (2023) Challenge (+)/ 

hindrance stressors (-); 

Trait mindfulness (+) 
N=830;  

77.7% women. 
Bi & Ye (2021) 

Core self-evaluations 

(+) 

N=364;  

41.2% women. 

Guo et al. 

(2019) 

Digital competence 

(+) 

N=321;  

62% women;  

55.5% doctoral degree. 

Sang et al. 

(2023) 

Organizational trust 

(+) 

N=205;  

48.8% women;  

2% professors;  

42.4% doctoral degree. 

Zeng & Xu 

(2020) 

Note: The + stands for positive correlation, and the - stands for negative correlation. 

 

Outcome Variables of Work Engagement 

After a review of these scattered studies, three outcome variables of work engagement were 

identified. Table 4 illustrates the details of these three variables, and the gap shown in the table 

in the number of studies on outcome variables and antecedent variables shows that the focus 

of research in the last five years has not been on the outcome variable of faculty members’ 

work engagement. The following findings related to the outcome variable of work engagement 

of teachers in higher education were also drawn from the review: 

Several studies conducted in China have verified the positive correlation between job 

satisfaction and work engagement. Two studies describing this set of relationships were also 

found in this study, and the results of both studies show a positive correlation between work 

engagement and job satisfaction (Cao & Zhang, 2022; Han et al., 2020a). By reviewing the two 

studies we found that they were very similar in that they both concluded that work engagement 



Global Business and Management Research: An International Journal 

Vol. 16, No. 4s (2024) 

 
 

1268 

is a feeling of positivity and fulfilment at work (Schaufeli, et al., 2002). Since highly engaged 

workers are more likely to make use of diverse workplace resources (Yan et al., 2019) and 

accomplish work objectives, the nature of work engagement (vigour, devotion, and absorption) 

positively predicted job satisfaction (Cao & Zhang, 2022; Han et al., 2020a). 

The other two articles focus on some of the unique traits of teachers. Bi & Ye (2021) claimed 

that emotional exhaustion is one of the negative outcomes of work engagement. Guo et al. 

(2019), on the other hand, put more emphasis on the benefits of engagement. They reported 

that work engagement and creative self-efficacy acted as mediators between core self-

evaluations and the research performance of faculty members.  

In conclusion, there are far fewer studies on the outcome variables of faculty work engagement 

in higher education than on the antecedent variables, and the research has tended to have 

positive outcome variables. 

 

Table 4 Outcomes of higher education teachers’ engagement 

Outcomes of Work 

Engagement 
Sample Characteristics References 

Job satisfaction (+) 

N=2758; 

56.13% women; 

5.6% professors. 

Han et al. (2020a) 

N=168; 

61.3% women; 

22.4% professors. 

Cao & Zhang (2022) 

Emotional exhaustion (-) 
N=830; 

77.7% women. 
Bi & Ye (2021) 

Research performance (+) 
N=364; 

41.2% women. 
Guo et al. (2019) 

 

Work Engagement and Positive Psychology 

The term "antithesis of burnout" refers to work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), 

which is an illustration of how positive psychology has influenced contemporary organizational 

psychology. The study of work engagement among Chinese higher education teachers also 

reflects well on the use of positive psychology in Chinese research. Variables that were 

positively associated with higher education teachers' work engagement in our study dominated, 

such as teachers' efficacy, and psychological empowerment. However, scholars such as Zeng 

& Xu (2020) and Cao & Zhang (2022) have studied very limited predictor variables of work 

engagement at the organizational level. More organizational factors such as HR practices, 

organizational support, and other factors that have been empirically studied in other industries 

in China have been neglected in higher education HR research, and perhaps organizational-

level predictors of work engagement will become a new research trend in the future. 

 

Role Conflict of Teachers in Chinese Higher Education 

This study also identified the role conflict of teachers in higher education as an issue worthy of 

further exploration in the future. On the one hand, academics feel that their professionalism is 

being attacked as a result of higher standards of quality evaluation (Xu et al., 2023). Teachers 

in higher education are expected to have excellent academic skills and research performance, 

as well as to provide high-quality classroom teaching for students (Guo et al., 2019). On the 

other hand, the lack of a work-life balance is particularly problematic for university staff 

members' well-being (Xu et al., 2023). In their investigation of teachers' work engagement in 

higher education, Cao & Zhang (2022) also focused on the conflict between work and family 
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demands on instructors and found that these demands are, in some respects, incompatible with 

one another. It has also been suggested that the teaching-research role conflict among 

university teachers is a major problem faced by teachers and affects their work engagement 

(Shen & Ma, 2022). Therefore, we agree that the dual role conflict (research-teaching conflict, 

work-family conflict) currently faced by Chinese university teachers is an issue deserving to 

be studied and resolved.  

 

Research Methodology of Teachers’ Work Engagement in Chinese Higher Education 

In terms of research methodology, there are also some problems with the study of teachers' 

work engagement in Chinese universities. Although there has been an increasing number of 

publications on research related to teachers' work engagement in higher education in recent 

years, as we mentioned above, the research analysis is haphazard and fragmented and does not 

constitute a systematic study. Because of this, it is also very difficult for us to conduct a meta-

analysis. In addition, incomplete sample populations are also a major problem in current 

research on work engagement among Chinese higher education teachers. According to the 

Chinese Ministry of Education, the vocational college education should be included in the 

higher education sector (Wang, 2011). However, in the past five years of research, scholars 

have almost neglected teachers in colleges when studying teachers in higher education (Zhou 

et al., 2022). The samples selected for the study were largely characterized by high levels of 

education and high titles (e.g., Meng & Sun, 2019; Zeng & Xu, 2020; Cao & Zhang, 2022). 

This makes the results of the study potentially subject to bias. Therefore, we agree with Zhou 

et al., (2022) that future studies of higher education teachers should take vocational college 

teachers into account in their sample selection. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Three main conclusions can be drawn from the analysis in this paper. First, the UWES is a 

relatively stable scale in terms of reliability and validity in the Chinese context, but the UWES-

9 lacks a uniform translation version in China. It is anticipated that further research will address 

this issue to avoid measurement bias. Secondly, work resources can promote the work 

engagement of university teachers while work demands inhibit their work engagement, so 

increasing the work resources of university teachers and controlling work demands may be an 

effective way to increase their work engagement. Finally, positive psychological factors have 

been empirically shown to have a positive relationship with work engagement. This study 

expects that the impact of positive psychological factors on work engagement will stimulate 

debate among academics and practitioners to refine the relationship between positive 

psychological factors and work engagement for further research. At the same time, the positive 

psychology factors of teachers should be properly considered in the management and policy-

making of higher education institutions. 

 

Implications 

The tools for measuring teacher work engagement in higher education were evaluated, and the 

antecedent and outcome variables of faculty members’ work engagement were analysed. As a 

result, this systematic review and meta-analysis of teacher work engagement in Chinese higher 

education is beneficial for both theoretical and practical aspects. Previous research on work 

engagement in the Chinese context has focused on business organizations and the work 

engagement of higher education teachers has not received much attention. Also, this review 

highlights the role of positive psychological factors and job resources in predicting teachers' 

work engagement. The findings will be valuable for policy development in Chinese higher 
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education institutions undergoing rapid development, particularly those facing faculty 

shortages and wishing to motivate faculty engagement. 

 

Limitations 

This study excluded literature published in non-English languages and grey literature with 

vague descriptions of the sample (e.g., public school teachers, teachers), the literature that 

could be included in the study was very limited, and the final sample of articles included in the 

study consisted of only 12 articles. The findings should be regarded cautiously until they can 

be generalized to the broader public and until they can be confirmed by additional research 

because of the small number of included studies. 
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