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ABSTRACT 
 
This study investigated the direct effect of job characteristics on employee work performance in the water utility industry in the 

state of Selangor, Malaysia. The study also examined the mediating effect of employee engagement on the relationship between 

job characteristics and employee work performance. Findings from the analysis of data collected from 455 employees of the water 

utility companies revealed that job characteristics was significantly related to employee work performance. Further analysis 

indicated that employee engagement mediated the relationships between job characteristics and employee work performance. The 

findings have important implication for the water utility industry, top management, and regulators that can impact efficiency and 

sustainability of the industry in the highly dynamic business environment. 
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Introduction 
 
Gupta, Kumar and Sarangi (2006) measured 

performance of a water utility on how effectively 

and efficiently it delivers the required service, and 

efficiency relates to investment, billing and 

collections, water quality, human resource, and 

non-revenue water (NRW). Therefore, improving 

the performance of a water utility is a combined 

process of managerial capacity and technical 

competence of the employees. Studies by Hau and 

Omar (2015), also found that the efficiency and 

effectiveness of water utilities depended more on 

the employees’ performance and proficiency. 

Therefore, there is a need to examine the 

employees’ work performance in the water utility 

company in Malaysia for the company to achieve 

certain performance indicators as required by the 

regulator (SPAN).  
Employee work performance is defined as the 

extent to which an employee contributes to 

achieve the organisation goals. It is what an 

employee does or does not do, and could include 

quantity and quality of output, timeliness of 

output, presence at work, or cooperativeness 

(Zhang, 2012). Past studies have identified 

various factors that contribute to employees’ 

performance. For example, Bushiri (2014) found 

working environment factors such as supervisor 

 
 

support, ergonomic workplace, performance 

feedback, and workplace incentives may affect 

employees’ performance. Similarly, Sheppard 

(2016) found work-life balance programs’ 

effectiveness helped improve the employee 

overall performance.  
According to job characteristics theory there are 

five specific task conditions in which individuals 

are predicted to prosper in their work. These are 

skill variety, task identity, task significance, 

autonomy, and job feedback (Hackman & 

Oldman, 1976 & 1980). Johari, Yean, Yahya and 

Adnan (2015) found that job characteristics  
significantly influenced employee job 

performance. Studies by Steyn and Vawda (2014) 

confirmed the influence of job characteristics on 

critical psychological states which in turn produce 

high quality work performance. However, Kim 

(2016) found that only skill variety, task 

significance, and feedback of the five core job 

characteristics are positively associated with 

motivation and indirectly to work performance. 

Therefore, the relationship between job 

characteristics and employee work performance 

needs further investigation.  
Studies have also found that employee 
engagement is a strong predictor of positive 

organisational performance (Markos & Sridevi, 

2010), increases productivity, creates a better and 
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more productive working environment, and 

reduces non-attendance and employees leaving 

(Caplan, 2013) as well as contributes to 

organisational overall success (Shmailan, 2015). 

In addition, employee engagement was also tested 

as a mediator variable and found to mediate the 

relationship between job characteristics and 

positive and negative extra-role behaviours (Sulea 

et al, 2012) and the relationship between job 

satisfaction and job performance, and the 

relationship between job satisfaction and intention 

to quit (Yalabik, Popaitoon, Chowne & Rayton, 

2013). Therefore, understanding the mediating 

role of employee engagement on job 

characteristics and employee work performance in 

the water utility company in the state of Selangor, 

Malaysia is worth investigating. 
 

Contribution 
 

Only few studies had examined the integration of 

job characteristics, employees’ engagement on 

work performance in the water utility industry 

especially in Malaysia. This study makes 

contribution to the literature on human resource 

management in the water utility industry which is 

still believed to be under-researched. The study 

will also benefit policy makers by highlighting 

how essential factors influencing effectiveness 

and sustainability in the water utility industry. 

This information will be useful in formulating 

better strategies, regulatory tools and funding 

conditions to enhance the sector performance. To 

the management, this study could serve as an 

input for planning purposes data collected for 

organising and a source of directing, and act as a 

basis for developing policies that would enhance 

the performance of the water utility industry. 
 

Research Questions 
 

To address the issues highlighted in this study, the 
following research questions would help in 
providing solution to the ‘gaps’ identified:  
1. Is  there  significant  relationship  between  job  

characteristics and employee work 
performance?  

2. Does employee engagement mediate the 
relationship between job characteristics and 
employee work performance? 

 

Literature Review 
 

Job Characteristics and Employee Work 

Performance 
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According to Job Characteristics Theory there are 

five specific task conditions in which individuals 

are predicted to prosper in their work. These are 

skill variety, task identity, task significance, 

autonomy, and job feedback (Hackman & 

Oldman, 1976 & 1980). A study by Lin et al. 

(2015) among public servants in Vietnam found 

only skill variety and autonomy to be positively 

influenced on organisational commitment. 

Meanwhile, Zargar et al. (2014) suggested that 

relationship between job characteristics and 

commitment is significant and positive when 

growth needs are either high or low. On 

performance relationship, studies by Steyn and 

Vawda (2014) and Bohlander and Snell (2013) 

confirmed the influence of job characteristics on 

critical psychological states which in turn produce 

high quality work performance. Similarly, Kassem 

and Sarhan (2013) found that all core job 

characteristics except skill variety had non-

significant relationship with performance. The 

findings in the literature show that relationship 

between job characteristics and employee work 

performance is mixed or still inconclusive. 

Furthermore, there has been little investigation on 

how job characteristics affect employee work 

performance in the water utility industry. 

Therefore, the following hypothesis is posited: 

 

H1: There is significant relationship between job 
characteristics and employee work performance. 

 

Employee Engagement as a Mediator  
Employee engagement has been associated with 

work attitudes and performance behaviours such 

as job performance, job satisfaction, reduced 

turnover intentions, organisational commitment, 

and organisational citizen behaviour (Humphrey, 

2012 and Pavlova, 2013). Studies have also found 

that employee engagement is a strong predictor of 

positive organisational performance (Markos & 

Sridevi, 2010; Dajani, 2015). Employee 

engagement was also tested as a mediator variable 

and found to mediate the relationship between job 

characteristics and positive and negative extra-role 

behaviours (Sulea et al, 2012) and the relationship 

between job satisfaction and job performance 

(Yalabik, Popaitoon, Chowne, and Rayton, 2013). 

Garg and Sharma (2015) found that employee 

engagement fully mediated the relationship 

between high performance work practices and job 

performance. Based on the mediator role played  
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by employee engagement in many types of 

relationships, understanding the mediating effect 

of employee engagement on job characteristics 

and employee work performance in the water 

utility company is worth investigating. Thus, the 

following hypothesis is posited:  
H2: Employee engagement mediates the 
relationship between job characteristics and 
employee work performance. 
 

Research Framework 
 

Based on the review and discussion on the 

literature, the research framework for this study is 

developed (See Figure 1). The framework shows 

an independent variable; Job characteristics, a 

mediating variable; employee engagement, and a 

dependent variable; employee work performance. 

This framework is to examine the direct 

relationship between Job characteristics and 

employee work performance, and also the role of 

a mediator variable on the independent-dependent 

variables relationship. This is based on the 

research questions and hypotheses developed 

earlier. This proposed framework is being 

underpinned by two theories; Social Exchange 

Theory and Social Learning Theory. According to 

Saks (2006) under Social Exchange Theory, 

engagement in employees might represent a form 

of obligation to the organisation. If organisations 

offer support to their employees, these individuals 

would feel obliged to become cognitively, 

emotionally, and physically engaged in their work. 

These positive attitudes are being directed to the 

desirable outcomes to the organisations. Under 

Social Learning Theory, it is assumed that 

behaviour is a function of consequences and the 

perceptions that people have on the consequences 

(Bandura, 2005). Through observing others, one 

forms an idea of how new behaviours are 

performed, and on later occasions this information 

serves as a guide for action. This theory 

encompasses motivation, emotion, cognitions, and 

social re-enforcers.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. The study research frameworks 
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Methodology 
 

Descriptive research design was adopted because 

the purpose of this study is to describe the nature 

of relationships between job characteristics, 

employee engagement and work performance 

among employees in the water utility industry in 

the state of Selangor, Malaysia (Cooper & 

Schindler, 2014). Survey questionnaire method 

was employed for the data collection. The study 

population is 3445 consists of employees at the 

executive and non-executive levels under the 

Pengurusan Air Selangor Berhad (Air Selangor). 

The appropriate sample size at 5 per cent margin 

of error should be 357 respondents (Sekaran & 

Bougie, 2013). Here, to collect the data a 

systematic random sampling technique was 

employed, it allows for the selection of every nth 

element. It is determined by dividing the 

population by the sample size (Sekaran & Bougie, 

2013). Job Characteristics was operationalized 

using the Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) originally 

developed by Hackman and Oldman (1980). 

Employee Engagement was operationalized using 

the Utrecht Work Engagement scale developed by 

Schaufeli and Bakker (2010). Employee work 

performance scale originally developed by 

Borman and Motowidlo (1993) was used.  
Two commonly used validity tests in many 

research are content validity and construct 

validity. Content validity depends wholly on the 

judgment of experts in the field. A good content or 

face validity might be important in a way that it 

gives certain assurance to the researchers and the 

study as a whole (Saunders et al, 2014). The 

purpose of using factor analysis is not only to 

validate all the scales but also to assess the degree 

to which the data met the expected structure of the 

study. Principal components factor analysis with 

Varimax rotation was employed to extract and 

rotate factors. The number of factors will be 

determined by eigenvalue size and scree test. Only 

the factor loading scores with an acceptable value 

are considered significant in describing the factor. 

According to Hair, Anderson, Tatham and Black 

(2006) only factor loadings of 0.50 or greater are 

considered practically significant. However, they 

also suggested that factor loadings of 0.30 and 

above are considered meeting the minimum level 

for interpretation of structure, while loadings of 

0.40 are considered more important. Factor 

loadings of above 0.70 are considered indicative 
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of a well-defined structure. In this study only 
factor loadings of 0.40 and above were considered 
for further analysis.  
This study adopted Cronbach’s coefficient alpha 

measure due to its versatility with the use of 

continuous variables (variables that are measured 

by either an interval or ratio scale). The accepted 

limit for Cronbach’s alpha is 0.60 as 

recommended by Hair et al, (2006) and Sekaran 

(2004). A total of 30 questionnaires were 

distributed at two locations of Air Selangor 

Berhad’s office. All 30 questionnaires were filled 

and returned. The result has shown that all the 

items are with Cronbach’s Coefficient Alpha 

above 0.60. Based on Nunnally’s (1978) 

guideline, scale reliability of 0.70 and above is 

preferred. Thus, this study adapted the variable 

constructs as proposed. Table 1 reported the 

results of the reliability test of the constructs. 

 

Table 1: Result of the Reliability Test 

Reliability No. of Cronbach’s  

Statistics Item Alpha  

Variables    

Job Characteristics 15 0.932  

Employee Engagement 9 0.905  

Work Performance 14 0.904  

 

Factor analysis was used to check construct 

validity on all of the scales. The results would be 

used to primarily determine the dimensionality of 

constructs. The results of the factor analysis are 

based on two measures. The first is the Kaiser-

Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure. The KMO 

measures the sampling adequacy. Kaiser 

described KMO measures according to their 

closeness to one as Marvellous if KMO is in the 

range of 0.90; Meritorious if it is in the range of 

0.80; Middling if it is in the range of 0.70; 

Mediocre if it is in the range of 0.60; and 

Miserable if it is in the range of 0.50. Kaiser also 

suggested that measures below a cut-off level of 

0.50 are deemed to be unacceptable. Bartlett’s test 

for sphericity is also used to determine the 

suitability of data for the factor analysis. Very 

small significance levels (less than 0.05) indicate 

that they are probably significant relationships 

among the variables. A high significance level 

may indicate that the data are not suitable for 

factor analysis (Anastasiadou, 2010). 
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Second is the factor loading or communality 

among the scale items. The loadings reflect the 

strength of the relationship between a scale item 

and a particular construct or factor. The higher the 

loading, the better the representation that 

particular item has on the factor. Hair et al (2010) 

recommended that factor loadings greater than 

0.30 are the minimum requirement; loadings of  
0.40 are considered more important; and loadings 

of 0.50 or greater are considered significant. 

Based on this guideline, items that have factor 

loadings of lower than 0.40 should be discarded. 

However, to minimize the deletion of items from 

the established measures to ensure that the level of 

comparability with previous studies was not 

decreased, the coefficient alpha will be taken into 

consideration as well. If the deletion of a low 

factor-loading item helps to substantially improve 

a coefficient alpha, then that item will be deleted.  
The data collected were analyzed using the 

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

version 20 and Partial Least Squares (PLS-SEM) 

version 3.0. The model of the mediating 

relationship is shown in Figure 2. The model 

depicts that step one (path c) involves being able 

to show a significant relationship between the 

predictor variable (X) and the outcome or criteria 

variable (Y). The second step (path a) involves 

showing how the predictor variable is related to 

the mediator (M). The third step (path b) involves 

showing how the mediator variable is related to 

the outcome variable. Finally, the fourth step (path  
c) involves showing that the strength of the 

relationship between the predictor variable and the 

outcome variable is significantly weakened by the 

presence of the mediator in the equation. To 

establish that M completely mediates the X and Y 

relationship, the effect of X on Y controlling for  
M (path c’) should be zero.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 2. Mediation model of Baron and Kenny 

(1986) 
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Result 
 

A total of 550 questionnaires were distributed to 

the respondents and after the end of a three-month 

period, a total of 455 responses were received, 

giving a response rate of 82.72 percent which is 

considered high relatively given the low response 

rate for any survey methods (Hair et al, 2010). 

After the cleaning process no deletion was made, 

and the 455 responses were accepted for the final 

analysis. The data were then keyed into the SPSS, 

and descriptive analysis was conducted. 

Descriptive statistics were used to analyse 

frequencies, means and measures of variability as 

well as analyses on missing data, outliers, non-

response bias and common method bias, normality 

and multicollinearity tests. For inferential 

analysis, Partial Least Squares (PLS) path 

modelling was employed. The PLS analysis 

involved two steps; measurement model 

assessment and structural model assessment. The 

measurement model focused mainly on the 

validity and reliability measures, while the 

structural model was generated to test the 

hypotheses of study. 

 

Characteristics of Respondents  
The study revealed there was roughly equality in 
the respondents with regards to gender where 242 
(53.2%) were males while the remaining 213  
(46.8%) were females. Among the ethnic groups, 

Malays comprised of 431 respondents (94.7%), 

Indians with 15 respondents (3.3%), Chinese with 

8 respondents (1.8%) and others with 1 respondent 

(0.2%). In term of age group: 31 to 40 years 

consist of 242 respondents (53.2%); 21 to 30 years 

consist of 127 respondents (27.9%); 41 to 50 years 

consist of 64 respondents (14.1%); age above 50 

years consist of 19 respondents (4%) and age 20 

years and below consist of 3 respondents (0.7%). 

In terms of qualification, 204 respondents (44.8%) 

possessed STPM/Diploma; 123 respondents 

(27.1%) are first degree holders; 114 respondents 

(25.1%) with SPM and below qualifications; 12 

respondents (2.6%) had master degree and 2 

respondents (0.4%) with PhD. In terms of job 

position, majority of the respondents were from 

the non-executive group with 269 respondents 

(59.1%) while 186 (40.9%) were executives. 362 

(79.6%) of the respondents were found to be 

married while 77 (16.9%) were single and 16 

respondents (3.5%) were either divorced or 
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widowed. In terms of work experienced, 167 

respondents (36.7%) have been working between 

5 to 10 years; 145 respondents (31.9%) have been 

working between 11 to 15 years; 87 respondents 

(19.1%) have been working for less than 5 years, 

while another 31 respondents (6.8%) have been 

working for 16 to 20 years in the organisation and 

25 respondents (5.5%) have been working in the 

organisation for more than 20 years. 

 

Descriptive Analysis  
For the dependent variable the mean scores for 

employee work performance ranged from 3.68 to 

3.90 giving an overall mean of 3.80. This shows 

that the level of employee work performance 

among the employees in the water utility industry 

in the state of Selangor, Malaysia was relatively 

high (Mahmood & Wahid, 2012). For the 

independent variable, the mean scores for job 

characteristics ranged from 3.53 to 3.86 giving an 

overall mean of 3.70 which can be classified as 

relatively high. This means that employees in the 

water utility industry were satisfied and contended 

with their job functions and responsibilities. For 

the mediator variable, employee engagement, the 

mean scores ranged from 3.59 to 3.89 giving an 

overall mean of 3.74 which can be classified as 

relatively high. This shows that employees in the 

water utility industry were enthusiastic and felt 

proud with their work. 

 

Path Coefficient (Direct Effect of Job 

Characteristics on Employee Work Performance) 

The purpose of path coefficient is to assess the 

significance and relevance of the structural model 

relationship. From Table 2, it was found that path 

coefficient from Job Characteristics (JC) to 

Employee Work Performance (EWP) was 

significant (β= 0.659, p< 0.01). Thus, hypothesis 

H1 is supported. 

 

Table 2: Path Coefficient of Main Effect 

________________________________________  
 
 

 

*P< 0.01  
Note: EWP= Employee Work Performance and 
JC= Job Characteristics 

 

This finding is in line with most studies which 
found significant relationship between job 
 

4484 



PSYCHOLOGY AND EDUCATION (2021) 58(3): 4480-4488 ISSN:1553-6939  

 

characteristics and performance such as Johari, 

Yean, Yahya and Adnan (2015) who reported that 

job characteristics significantly influenced 

employee job performance in public service, 

Tungkiatsilp (2013) who’s study revealed all the 

five dimensions of job characteristics showed 

positive relationship with job performance, and 

Steyn and Vawda (2014) who confirmed the 

influence of job characteristics on high quality 

work performance. 

 

Mediating Effect of Employee Engagement 

Mediation test was conducted to find if a mediator 

variable can significantly carry the influence of an 

independent variable to a dependent variable 

(Ramayah, Lee, & In, 2011). Bootstrap is the PLS 

procedure used in this study to evaluate the 

statistical significance of relevant path 

coefficients. In PLS analysis, bootstrapping 

represents a more exact calculation of measures 

(Chin, 2010). The blindfolding procedures were 

performed to predict the mediation effects size as 

suggested by Hair et al (2014). Indirect effects are 

defined as the summation of both direct and 

indirect effects between two particular constructs 

(Albers, 2010). In PLS model, before actual 

mediation is determined, presenting the total 

effects is crucial because it gives a comprehensive 

picture of the mediating constructs’ role, and as 

well as provides insights to practitioners about 

cause-effect relationships (Hair et al., 2013). The 

results of the indirect analysis are displayed in 

Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Direct and Indirect Effects  
 
 
 
 

Note: EWP= Work Performance; JC= Job 
Characteristics; EE= Employee Engagement 

 

In this study, an indirect hypothesis was developed 

and the relationship was significant, job 

characteristic (β=0.417, p< 0.05). The R² value of 

0.626 is above the 0.26 value as suggested by Cohen 

(1988) which indicates a substantial model. Thus, 

H2 was supported. Although the p values show the 

existence of the effects, it does not reveal the size of 

effect (Sullivan &Fein, 2012). Thus, the effect size 

f² (R²) was assessed as shown in Table 4. The 

predictive relevance of the model 

 

 

was also examined using the blindfolding 

procedure. If the Q² value is larger than 0, the 
model has predictive relevance for a certain 

endogenous construct (Hair et al, 2014). The 
result of mediation effect is shown in Table 4 

 

Table 4: Path Coefficients of Indirect Effects  
 
 

 

*P< 0.01  
Note: EWP= Work Performance; JC= Job 
Characteristics; EE= Employee Engagement 

 

Many studies have confirmed the similar findings 

such as Garg and Sharma (2015) who found that 

employee engagement fully mediated the 

relationship between high performance work 

practices and job performance, Owor (2015) who 

validated the employee engagement as significant 

mediator between human resource practices and 

organisational citizenship behaviour, and Alias, 

Mohd Noor and Hassan (2014) who found 

employee engagement mediated the relationship 

between job resources and job performance, and 

the relationship talent management practices and 

employee retention, respectively. 
 

Future Research 
 

This study was conducted only on water utility 

companies in the state of Selangor, Malaysia 

which has 2,060,990 consumers out of 7,577,026 

consumers for the whole Malaysia represent only 

27% of the total registered water consumers in 

Malaysia. Therefore, it would be more interesting 

if respondents from other utility companies from 

other states and regions are included in the study. 

A larger sample of organisations by many other 

utility sectors might show different patterns. 

Furthermore, the use of five-point Likert scale in 

which the respondents measure their degree of 

agreement or disagreement towards statements 

related to job characteristics, employee 

engagement and employee work performance. It 

was observed that respondents used to measure 

their perceptions regarding the questions 

automatically without paying careful attention and 

understanding to their statements. Therefore, 

future research should use both quantitative and 

qualitative methods which can further validate the 

results, thus eliminating this limitation of study. 
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Conclusions 
 

This study investigated the direct effect of job 

characteristics on employee work performance of 

employees in the water utility industry in the state 

of Selangor, Malaysia. The study also examined 

the mediating effect of employee engagement on 

the relationship between job characteristics and 

employee work performance. Findings from the 

analysis of data collected from 455 employees of 

the water utility companies revealed that job 

characteristics was significantly related to 

employee work performance. Further analysis 

indicated that employee engagement mediated the 

relationships between job characteristics and  
employee work performance. Therefore, 
hypothesis H1: There is significant relationship 

between job characteristics and employee work 
performance among employees in the water utility 

industry was supported. In addition, for indirect  
(mediating) relationship, hypothesis H2: 

Employee engagement mediates the relationship 

between job characteristics and employee work 

performance was supported as well. This central 

finding has important implication for the water 

utility industry, top management, and regulators 

that can impact efficiency and sustainability of the 

industry in the highly dynamic business 

environment. 
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