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Introduction
Zimbabwean tertiary institutions are facing challenges in engaging their staff (Abdall, 2016; 
Henkel & Haley, 2020; Jayasena et al., 2023; Majoni, 2014; Nhamo et al., 2024; Phuthi, 2022; 
Shoko & Zinyemba, 2014; Tshilongamulenzhe & Takawira, 2015). Empirical research shows 
that the effective management of employee expectations within the framework of the 
psychological contract (PC) significantly influences work engagement (Aslam et al., 2020; 
Baiyeshea & McGregor, 2024; Bruce et  al., 2014; Deepalakshmi et  al., 2024; Johnston & 
Davies, 2025; Naidoo et  al., 2019; Nethavani & Maluka, 2020; Roberts, 2020; Snyman & 
Ferreira, 2023). However, there is scant research on the influence of socio-demographic 
variables, specifically age, on the relationship between the PC and work engagement of 
employees. Thus, the current study examines the influence of age on the PC and work 
engagement of tertiary institutions’ employees in Zimbabwe.

Although research indicates the relationship between the PC and work engagement (Aslam 
et al., 2020; Baiyeshea & McGregor, 2024; Deas & Coetzee, 2022; Gazi et al., 2025; Kraak et al., 
2024; Naidoo et al., 2019; Nethavani & Maluka, 2020; Ngobeni & Bezuidenhout, 2011; Roberts, 
2020; Swalhi et al., 2017; Wonda et al., 2024), less attention has been given to the influence of 
socio-demographic variables (Alam et al., 2022; Deas, 2017; Snyman et al., 2022). Additionally, 
there is little research on the influence of age on employees’ PC and work engagement in 
tertiary institutions (Bruce et al., 2014; Naidoo et al., 2019).

Orientation: The economic crisis has impacted tertiary education in Zimbabwe. There is a 
threat to work engagement because of a lack of support for tertiary institutions, which requires 
prioritising employment relationships and work engagement.

Research purpose: The aim of this study was to examine the influence of age on the relationship 
between the psychological contract (PC) and work engagement among Zimbabwean tertiary 
institutions’ employees.

Motivation for the study: Lower levels of work engagement impact tertiary institutions in a 
dynamic and complex environment.

Research approach/design and method: A cross-sectional quantitative survey was conducted 
on a census population of permanent and contract, academic and non-academic employees, 
with a final sample (N  =  336) employed in a selected tertiary institution in Zimbabwe. 
Correlation statistics, specifically tests for bivariate correlations, and inferential statistics, 
specifically tests for significant mean differences, were performed.

Main findings: Tertiary institutions’ employees from different age groups differ significantly 
in terms of their PC preferences and their levels of work engagement.

Practical/managerial implications: Interventions for tertiary institutions staff work engagement 
should consider improving varied employees’ PCs by fostering employee satisfaction with 
their PC and the fulfilment of promises and commitments in the employment relationship.

Contribution/value-add: This article offers new insights into the PC and work engagement 
preferences of employees in the Zimbabwean tertiary institutions context.

Keywords: tertiary institutions; age; psychological contract; work engagement; employer 
obligation; employment relationship;  vigour, dedication, absorption. 
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Considering the levels of work engagement at tertiary 
institutions in Zimbabwe (Agbionu et  al., 2018; Nhamo 
et  al., 2024; Pradhan et  al., 2017; Uzhenyu, 2019) and the 
diversity of employees within these institutions (Deas, 2017; 
Phuthi, 2022; Sherman et al., 2025), it is essential for tertiary 
institutions to implement targeted work engagement 
interventions aimed at enhancing the engagement of their 
diverse workforce. The present study aims to address this 
gap by exploring the socio-demographic differences related 
to age within the workforce of tertiary institutions and 
investigating how these age differences impact the 
relationship between PC preferences and levels of work 
engagement. The research findings may potentially inform 
work engagement practices for diverse employees in the 
tertiary education sector, with particular emphasis on age 
as a critical demographic factor. Understanding age-related 
differences is essential, as employees at various life and 
career stages often have distinct values, motivational 
drivers, communication preferences and work expectations. 
Tailoring engagement strategies to accommodate these 
generational differences can enhance job satisfaction, 
productivity and retention, ultimately contributing to a 
more inclusive and high-performing academic workforce.

Work engagement within the tertiary 
institutions’ context
Zimbabwean tertiary institutions face challenges in 
engaging their employees, which adversely affects the 
effective functioning of these institutions (Agbionu et  al., 
2018; Nhamo et  al., 2024; Phuthi, 2022; Shoko, 2014; 
Tshilongamulenzhe & Takawira, 2015; Uzhenyu, 2019). 
Employees in tertiary institutions are frustrated with 
working conditions emanating from inadequate teaching 
and research facilities, poor remuneration, high workloads 
and unfavourable policies (Agbionu et  al., 2018; Ahuja & 
Gupta., 2019; Henkel & Haley, 2020; Johnston & Davies, 
2025; Majoni, 2014; Nhamo et al., 2024; Pradhan et al., 2017; 
Saks, 2019; Sangeetha et  al., 2018). Deepa (2024), Pradhan 
et al. (2017), Saks (2019), Sangeetha et al. (2018) and Tatjana 
and Lugonjic, (2022) concluded that poor working 
conditions could result in the disengagement of employees 
from their work. If tertiary institutions fail to engage their 
staff, they may be unable to fulfil their obligations, including 
fostering innovation, developing workforce skills and 
initiating efforts that contribute to the country’s economic 
growth (Nhamo et al., 2024; Phuthi, 2022). The appropriate 
strategies that tertiary institutions should consider for 
engaging their valuable employees include: performance 
management (Chahar & Hatwal, 2018; Deepa, 2024), 
communication, teamwork and collaboration (Atiku & 
Wyk, 2024; Deepa, 2024; Tatjana & Lugonjic, 2022), good 
leadership style (Azmy, 2019), learning and development, 
reward management (Altehrebah et  al., 2019), and 
organisational culture (Alam et  al., 2022; Atiku & Wyk, 
2024; Azmy, 2019; Deepa, 2024). Positive engagement of 
employees will contribute to the success of tertiary 
institutions (Atiku & Wyk, 2024; Deepa, 2024; Phuthi, 2022; 
Snyman et  al., 2022; Uzhenyu, 2019). The  management 

teams of tertiary institutions need to understand the socio-
demographic differences of their employees in terms of age 
as well as the influence it may have on their PC and work 
engagement to devise appropriate work engagement 
interventions. Tertiary institutions should assess and ensure 
fulfilment of promises made to employees as work 
engagement practices (Alam et al., 2022; Snyman & Ferreira, 
2023; Tatjana & Lugonjic, 2022).

The relationship between the psychological 
contract and work engagement
To develop and implement work engagement strategies 
and practices for increased work engagement, it is crucial 
to consider the factors that may influence the work 
engagement of employees. Related studies reveal that 
employee perceptions of fulfilled employer obligations, 
promises and commitments to the employment relationship 
significantly influence their work engagement (Ashry et al., 
2025; Deas, 2017; Deas & Coetzee, 2022; Guest, 2004; Kraak 
et  al., 2024; Rousseau, 1989; Snyman et  al., 2022; Wonda 
et  al., 2024). Such perceptions denote the PC between 
employees and their employers (Guest & Conway, 2002; 
Linde & Gresse, 2020; Rousseau, 1989; Snyman & Ferreira, 
2023). The PC refers to employee and employer perceptions 
of the exchange of implicit promises and obligations in an 
employment relationship (Freese & Schalk, 2008; Guest, 
2004; Johnston & Davies, 2025; Rousseau, 1989; Sherman 
et al., 2025). The state of the PC is based on the extent to 
which employees perceive that the organisation meets its 
promises and commitments with fairness (Guest & Conway, 
2002; Johnston & Davies, 2025; Opolot & Maket, 2020). The 
PC lays the foundation of the employment relationship 
with a significant impact on work engagement (Bruce et al., 
2014; Deas & Coetzee, 2022; Linde & Gresse, 2020; Naidoo 
et al., 2019; Snyman & Ferreira, 2023; Van der Vaart et al., 
2013; Van der Walt & Du Plesis, 2010).

Empirical research shows that employees’ level of work 
engagement increases when employees perceive fulfilment 
of the organisation’s obligations, promises and commitments 
(Atiku & Wyk, 2024; Deepa, 2024; Garcia et al., 2021; Gresse & 
Linde, 2020; Opolot & Maket, 2020; Wiechers et  al., 2019). 
Employees’ perceptions of fulfilled promises will not create 
perceptions of breach or violation; however, employees’ 
perceptions of unfulfilled promises will lead to PC breach 
that in turn influences their disengagement (Deas, 2017; 
Herrera & De Las Heras-Rosas, 2021; Johnston & Davies, 
2025; Morrison & Robinson, 1997; Snyman & Ferreira, 2023; 
Snyman et al., 2015; Wiechers et al., 2019).

The influence of age
Past studies on the PC have consistently demonstrated that 
age differences among employees are pivotal in shaping 
work engagement practices and strategies (Adams et  al., 
2014; Bal, 2015; Crampton & Hodge, 2007; DelCampo et al., 
2010; Garcia et al., 2021; Hess & Jepsen, 2009; Ng & Feldman, 
2009; Poisat et  al., 2018; Rasticova & Hinzmann, 2024; 
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Roberts, 2020; Smola & Sutton, 2002; Twenge, 2010; 
Vishvapujita & Vasantha, 2025). Understanding these age-
related differences is essential for the development of 
targeted, age-responsive work engagement strategies. The 
socio-demographic variable of age plays a critical role in 
assisting tertiary institutions to better comprehend the 
dynamics of employees’ PCs and to tailor interventions that 
can meaningfully enhance engagement levels across diverse 
age groups (Poisat et al., 2018).

Further, studies focusing specifically on work engagement 
within tertiary institutions highlight that different age 
cohorts perceive and interpret the PC in fundamentally 
different ways (Adams et  al., 2014; Alam et  al., 2022; Bal, 
2015; Deas, 2017; Garcia et  al., 2021; Geldenhuys & Henn, 
2017; Henkel & Haley, 2020; Twenge, 2010). This variation 
underscores the fact that work attitudes, values and 
expectations evolve across generations, directly influencing 
how PCs and work engagement are experienced and fulfilled 
(DelCampo et  al., 2010; Garcia et  al., 2021; Rasticova & 
Hinzmann, 2024; Smola & Sutton, 2002; Twenge, 2010). 
Research further confirms that employees’ expectations 
within the employment relationships are significantly shaped 
by age as a socio-demographic factor, which introduces 
distinct priorities and preferences across different age groups 
(Adams et  al., 2014; Bal, 2015; Crampton & Hodge, 2007; 
Hess & Jepsen, 2009; Mmako & Schultz, 2016; Poisat et al., 
2018; Vishvapujita & Vasantha, 2025). These age differences 
are not merely peripheral but are central to understanding 
how PCs are formed, perceived and maintained, ultimately 
affecting levels of work engagement.

Understanding age differences is essential because 
employees at different life and career stages hold varying 
expectations, values and perceptions of the PC, which 
directly influence their levels of work engagement. 
Recognising and addressing these age-specific needs can 
enable tertiary institutions to develop more targeted 
strategies that foster sustained engagement and fulfilment 
across all age groups in the workforce.

Research objective
The study aimed to enhance the understanding of the 
relationship between PCs and work engagement among 
employees in Zimbabwean tertiary institutions, with a 
particular focus on their age.

Specifically, this study aimed to:

•	 Explore the differences in terms of age among employees in 
tertiary institutions concerning their psychological contract 
preferences and work engagement.

•	 Explore the influence of age on the relationship between 
the  psychological contract and work engagement among 
Zimbabwean tertiary institution employees.

Investigating the relationship between the PC and work 
engagement can play a pivotal role in developing, 

enhancing and sustaining positive work engagement 
among a diverse workforce within Zimbabwe’s tertiary 
institutions. Understanding this dynamic is essential for 
fostering a committed, motivated and high-performing 
academic environment.

Research design
To achieve the objective of the study, a quantitative research 
approach was utilised. Data were collected via an online 
questionnaire from permanent and temporary, academic and 
non-academic employees in a selected tertiary institution. 
The census sampling method, involving selecting all elements 
of the population to participate in the study, was employed. 
This approach ensures that every element of the population 
has an equal chance of inclusion, thereby guaranteeing the 
accuracy and reliability of the findings (Cantwell, 2008; 
Golata, 2016; Ronit & Glickman, 2009).

Participants
The participants consisted of 336 employees (N = 336) from 
a selected tertiary institution in Zimbabwe, including 
permanent and contract staff, as well as academic and 
non-academic employees, as seen in Table 1. The 
participants’ ages were grouped in the following ranges: 
18–25 years, 26–35 years, 36–45 years, 46–55 years and 
56–65 years. The majority of the sample mainly comprised 
individuals in the 36–45 years age group (50.3%).

Measuring instruments
Participants completed the Psycones Questionnaire (PQ) 
(Guest 2004; Psycones, 2006) and the Utrecht Work 
Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli et  al., 2002). 
Additionally, participants provided self-reported socio-
demographic information, including their age.

Psychological contract
Participants’ PC preferences were measured using the PQ 
(Guest 2004; Psycones, 2006), developed by the Psycones 
project (De Cuyper et al., 2011). The PQ consists of 43 items 
and four subscales (employer obligations, employee 
obligations, state of the PC and job satisfaction), and items 
are scored on a five-point Likert-type scale where 1 is 
‘strongly disagree’ and 5 is ‘strongly agree’.

The employer obligations subscale relates to a person’s 
perception of promises made by the organisation and 
encompasses questions like: ‘Has your organisation promised or 
committed itself to providing you with a job that is challenging?’ 
and ‘Has your organisation promised or committed itself to 

TABLE 1: Main characteristics of the sample (N = 336).
Socio-demographic variable Predominant characteristic %

Age (years) 36–45 50.3
Gender Male 66.1
Race Black African persons 99.1
Employment status Permanent 86.6
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allowing you to participate in decision-making?’ The employee 
obligations subscale pertains to an individual’s perception 
of his or her promises made to the organisation and entails 
questions such as: ‘Have you promised or committed yourself 
to showing loyalty to your organisation?’ and ‘Have you 
promised or committed yourself to being a good team player?’ 
The job satisfaction subscale includes six statements to 
establish participants’ feelings related to the PC, for 
example, statements such as: ‘I feel happy’, ‘I feel sad’, ‘I feel 
pleased’. Lastly, the fourth subscale concerns the overall 
state of the PC and contains statements like: ‘Do you feel 
that organisational changes are implemented fairly in your 
organisation?’ and ‘Do you feel fairly treated by managers and 
supervisors?’

Work engagement
The participants’ levels of work engagement were measured 
using the UWES (Schaufeli et  al., 2002). The UWES is a 
17-item measure of work engagement. It consists of three 
dimensions of work engagement, namely vigour (seven 
items, example item: ‘At my work, I feel bursting with energy’), 
dedication (five items, example item: ‘I find the work that I do 
full of meaning and purpose’) and absorption (six items, 
example item: ‘Time flies when I’m working’). The items are 
scored on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 0 = Never 
to 6 = Always (every day). Studies conducted by Dominiques-
Salas et al. (2022) and Schaufeli et al. (2017) confirm that this 
instrument is an adequate, valid and reliable measure for 
measuring work engagement.

Data collection
A gatekeeper distributed the version 2020 Limesurvey online 
questionnaire via the institution’s email system to a total of 
1621 employees, resulting in 336 completed questionnaires, 
yielding a response rate of 20.73%. Participants’ responses to 
the questionnaire were exported into a Microsoft Excel 
spreadsheet, which was then converted to an SPSS file for 
data analyses. The online questionnaire included a cover 
letter outlining the research objectives and assuring the 
participants of the privacy and confidentiality of their 
responses. Participation was voluntary and contingent upon 
informed consent.

Statistical analysis
The data analysis process was conducted in three stages 
using SPSS Version 2.1. The first stage involved descriptive 
statistical analysis, which included the calculation of 
the means and standard deviations. The second stage 
focused on correlation analysis, where the strength 
and direction of the relationship between the PC and work 
engagement were assessed using Pearson’s product-moment 
correlation coefficient (r). The third stage comprised 
inferential and multivariate statistical analysis, which 
included tests for significant mean differences using the 
Kruskal–Wallis test.

Ethical considerations
Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained 
from the University of South Africa Human Resource 
Management Ethics Review Committee (UNISA HRM 
ERC) (Ref: 2020_HRM_015).

Results
Descriptive statistics, construct validity and 
reliability statistics
The descriptive statistics and the construct validity and 
reliability statistics for the study variables are presented in 
Table 2.

Respondents rated employee obligations the highest, with 
a mean of 3.51 (SD = 1.49), while the state of the PC was 
rated the lowest, with a mean of 1.75 (SD  =  0.95). The 
results presented in Table 2 show the mean scores for work 
engagement and its dimensions, which range from 3.09 to 
3.34. Respondents rated dedication the highest, with a 
mean of 3.34 (SD  =  1.96), while vigour was rated the 
lowest, with a mean of 3.09 (SD = 1.89).

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for scores from the PQ 
range from 0.70 to 0.95 (Psycones, 2006). In the current 
study, the reliability of scores from the PQ was 0.98 for 
employer obligations, 0.98 for employee obligations, 0.91 
for job satisfaction and 0.97 for the overall state of the PC. 
In the current study, the reliability of scores from the 
UWES was 0.98 for vigour, 0.98 for dedication and 0.98 for 
absorption.

For the PQ, the average variance extracted (AVE) values 
ranged from 0.61 to 0.82, with composite reliability 
values between 0.90 and 0.98. These results collectively 
demonstrate acceptable convergent validity for the PQ. 
For the UWES, the AVE values ranged from 0.89 to 0.91, 
and all composite reliability values were consistently 0.98. 
These coefficients similarly indicate strong convergent 
validity for the UWES.

Bivariate correlation analysis
Table 3 summarises the results of the correlations between 
the PQ and retention factors (UWES).

TABLE 2: Descriptive statistics and reliability coefficients (N = 336).
Variables Mean SD α CR AVE

Employer obligations 2.47 1.16 0.98 0.98 0.79
Employee obligations 3.51 1.49 0.98 0.98 0.77
Job satisfaction 3.01 0.93 0.91 0.90 0.61
State of the PC 1.75 0.95 0.97 0.97 0.82
Overall PQ 2.81 1.02 0.98 n/a n/a
Vigour 3.09 1.89 0.98 0.98 0.90
Dedication 3.34 1.96 0.98 0.98 0.91
Absorption 3.20 1.83 0.98 0.98 0.89
Overall UWES 3.20 1.84 0.99 n/a n/a

CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; PC, Psychological contract; SD, 
standard deviation; UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale; PQ, Psycones Questionnaire.
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Table 3 shows that the relationships between all four 
subscales of PC were ranged from r ≥ 0.45 ≤ 0.82 (moderate to 
large practical effect size; p  ≤  0.05). The four subscale 
dimensions of the PQ also had significant and positive 
correlations with the overall PC (r ≥ 0.72 ≤ 0.88; large practical 
effect size; p ≤ 0.001).

In addition, as indicated in Table 3, the results showed a 
significant correlation between the three subscale dimensions 
of the UWES, in the range of r ≥ 0.53 ≤ 0.94 (moderate to large 
practical effect size; p  ≤  0.05). The three subscales of the 
UWES also had significant and positive correlations with the 
overall UWES scale (r  ≤  0.98; large practical effect size; 
p  ≤  0.001), indicating the construct validity of the general 
construct of work engagement.

Tests for significant differences between age 
groups
The results from the tests for significant differences between 
the age groups in terms of their PC-related preferences, as 
well as their work engagement, are outlined and discussed 
below.

The data were not normally distributed; hence the non-
parametric Kruskal–Wallis test was utilised. This article 
specifically focuses on age as the primary variable of interest. 
No significant differences were found between employment 
categories (academic and non-academic) during data 
analysis; therefore, results for these categories are not 
reported.

Table 4 presents the mean scores for the PC, indicating 
statistically significant differences in mean ranks across the 
age groups for several key dimensions. Specifically, 
significant differences were observed for employee 
obligations (H  =  16.05, df  =  3, p  <  0.001), job satisfaction 
(H = 12.59, df = 3, p = 0.01), the state of the PC (H = 18.76, 
df = 3, p < 0.001) and the overall PC (H = 11.70, df = 3, p = 0.01). 
Notably, participants aged between 18 and 35 years 
consistently reported significantly higher mean scores 
compared to other age groups on employee obligations 
(M = 235.86), job satisfaction (M = 222.66), the state of the PC 
(M = 233.04) and the overall PC (M = 222.43). This suggests 
that younger employees perceive their PC more positively 

and are more satisfied in their roles relative to their older 
counterparts. In contrast, no significant differences were 
found in the mean ranks for employer obligations across the 
four age groups (H  =  6.02, df  =  3, p  =  0.11), indicating a 
consistent perception of employer obligations regardless of 
age. Overall, the findings highlight that age plays a significant 
role in shaping employees’ perceptions of their obligations, 

TABLE 4: Test for significant means differences (N = 336).
Variables Age  

(years)
n Mean Kruskal-

Wallis H
df p

Employer 
obligations

18–35 28 172.05 6.022 3 0.111
36–45 169 156.85
46–55 116 178.75
56–65 23 198.11

Employee 
obligations

18–35 28 235.86 16.049 3 0.001
36–45 169 156.68
46–55 116 169.46
56–65 23 168.48

Job 
satisfaction

18–35 28 222.66 12.588 3 0.006
36–45 169 160.48
46–55 116 161.47
56–65 23 196.91

State of the 
psychological 
contract

18–35 28 233.04 18.755 3 < 0.001
36–45 169 159.80
46–55 116 160.26
56–65 23 195.41

Overall PQ 18–35 28 222.43 11.703 3 0.008
36–45 169 156.57
46–55 116 170.06
56–65 23 182.67

Vigour 18–35 28 219.43 10.393 3 0.016
36–45 169 160.66
46–55 116 163.49
56–65 23 189.39

Dedication 18–35 28 228.77 13.866 3 0.003
36–45 169 159.25
46–55 116 163.50
56–65 23 188.35

Absorption 18–35 28 227.20 13.585 3 0.004
36–45 169 157.26
46–55 116 167.21
56–65 23 186.15

Overall 
UWES

18–35 28 228.79 14.136 3 0.003
36–45 169 157.86
46–55 116 165.45
56–65 23 188.65

UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale; PQ, Psycones Questionnaire; df, degree of freedom.

TABLE 3: Bivariate correlations between the psychological contract and work engagement (N = 336).
Variables Employer 

obligations
Employee 

obligations
Job satisfaction State of 

psychological 
contract

Overall PQ Vigour Dedication Absorption Overall UWES

Employer obligations - - - - - - - - -
Employee obligations 0.59*** - - - - - - - -
Job satisfaction 0.45*** 0.46*** - - - - - - -
State of psychological contract 0.56*** 0.63*** 0.61*** - - - - - -
Overall PQ 0.78*** 0.88*** 0.72*** 0.82*** - - - - -
Vigour 0.56*** 0.75*** 0.58*** 0.71*** 0.80*** - - - -
Dedication 0.54*** 0.73*** 0.59*** 0.70*** 0.79*** 0.93*** - - -
Absorption 0.53*** 0.73*** 0.57*** 0.68*** 0.78*** 0.94*** 0.94*** - -
Overall UWES 0.56*** 0.75*** 0.59*** 0.72*** 0.81*** 0.98*** 0.98*** 0.98*** -

Notes: r ≤ 0.30 (small practical effect size), r ≥ 0.30 ≤ 0.49 (moderate practical effect size), r ≥ 0.50 (large practical effect size).
UWES, Utrecht Work Engagement Scale; PQ, Psycones Questionnaire.
***, p ≤ 0.001.
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job satisfaction and the overall state of the PC, underscoring 
the importance of considering age-specific strategies in PC 
management.

Table 4 reveals significant differences in the mean ranks 
for work engagement across the various age groups. 
Specifically, statistically significant differences were found 
in the dimensions of vigour (H  =  10.39, df  =  3, p  =  0.02), 
dedication (H  =  13.87, df  =  3, p  <  0.001), absorption 
(H = 13.59, df = 3, p < 0.001) and overall work engagement 
(H  =  14.14, df  =  3, p  <  0.001). Participants aged between 
18  and 35 years consistently reported significantly 
higher mean scores compared to the other age groups for 
vigour  (M = 219.43), dedication (M = 228.77), absorption 
(M  =  227.20) and overall work engagement (M  =  228.79). 
These elevated scores suggest that younger employees 
tend to experience greater energy, enthusiasm and 
immersion in their work than their older counterparts. 
Overall, the findings indicate that age is a significant factor 
influencing work engagement and its core components, 
emphasising the importance of developing age-responsive 
strategies to sustain and enhance work engagement across 
a multigenerational workforce.

Discussion
This study explored the relationships between the PC and 
work engagement, with particular attention given to the 
effect of age as a socio-demographic variable. The findings 
of the study indicated that a significant positive correlation 
exists between the PC and work engagement. Additionally, 
notable differences were observed in PC preferences and 
work engagement levels across various age groups. 
Specifically, individuals in the 18–35-year-old cohort 
demonstrated higher levels of satisfaction with their 
employee obligations, their overall perception of the PC 
and the state of the PC compared to other age groups (Bal 
et al., 2008; Crampton & Hodge, 2007; Garcia et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, this group seemed to exhibit greater 
engagement in terms of dedication, absorption and overall 
work involvement (Schaufeli et  al., 2017; Twenge, 2010; 
Zacher & Rudolph, 2022). Considering these findings, it is 
recommended that tertiary institutions carefully consider 
the varied age profiles of their employees when formulating 
and executing strategies aimed at fostering work 
engagement (Bal, 2015; Hess & Jepsen, 2009; Ng & 
Feldman, 2009). Given that employees from different age 
groups may display distinct preferences regarding their 
PCs and demonstrate varying levels of work engagement, 
it is crucial for institutions to consider adopting a more 
personalised and flexible approach. Specifically, strategies 
may be tailored to accommodate the unique expectations, 
motivations and experiences of each age group, recognising 
that the PC is not a one-size-fits-all construct.

For instance, younger employees (18–35 years) may place 
greater emphasis on career development opportunities, job 
satisfaction and alignment with their personal values, which 

suggests that engagement initiatives for this group should 
focus on professional growth, recognition and fostering a 
supportive work environment. Conversely, older employees 
may prioritise job security, stability and a sense of 
organisational loyalty, which would require engagement 
strategies that emphasise trust, long-term career prospects 
and respect for their experience and contributions (Ng & 
Veldman, 2009).

By addressing these age-specific needs and ensuring that the 
PCs are effectively managed and met, tertiary institutions 
can not only enhance the work engagement of their employees 
but also foster a more inclusive and motivating work 
environment. Such targeted strategies have the potential to 
improve overall job satisfaction, retention and performance, 
ultimately contributing to the achievement of institutional 
goals (Bal et al., 2008).

Implications for theory and practice
Based on the findings of this study, several key 
recommendations are offered for the management of 
tertiary institutions to ensure fairness and fulfilment 
of the PC, with the aim of enhancing work engagement 
levels.

Initially, the management of tertiary institutions must 
demonstrate flexibility and adaptability to meet the evolving 
needs and expectations of employees in an increasingly 
dynamic environment. This includes facilitating remote 
working arrangements to improve employees’ work–life 
balance, as suggested by Alam et al. (2022) and Tatjana and 
Lugonjic (2022). Furthermore, institutions should implement 
comprehensive career planning initiatives and programmes 
to effectively manage employees’ expectations and 
perceptions, as emphasised by Atiku and Wyk (2024), 
Deepalakshmi et  al. (2024), Gresse and Linde (2020) and 
Nhamo et al. (2024).

The results of this study highlight the significant role of 
specific factors, such as employer obligations, the state of 
the  PC and the overall PC, affecting work engagement. 
Therefore, it is crucial for tertiary institution management to 
prioritise these factors. Fulfilling obligations related to fair 
workloads, equitable rewards and recognition of academic 
freedom is  essential for fostering positive perceptions of 
organisational justice (Johnston & Davies, 2025; Negash et al., 
2019). Additionally, management should establish clear 
and  transparent policies, ensure job security and create 
opportunities for career advancement through promotions. 
Support for learning and development programmes and 
inclusive decision-making processes is also vital, as 
employees tend to feel more engaged when they perceive 
themselves as integral to organisational decisions (Deepa, 
2024; Garcia et  al., 2021). Moreover, it is imperative that 
management upholds the promises made to employees and 
addresses any breaches of the PC, as doing so can significantly 
improve the state of the PC, thereby boosting work 
engagement.
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This research provides valuable evidence of the relationship 
between the PC and work engagement, with insight into the 
effect of age in this relationship. While prior studies have 
explored the connection between these variables, this study 
offers a novel contribution by examining the dynamics 
within Zimbabwean tertiary institutions. The observed 
variations in PC preferences and work engagement across 
different age groups should inform the development of 
tailored engagement strategies, thereby helping institutions 
better engage their diverse workforce.

The findings of this study enrich the existing body of 
literature on human resource management and work 
engagement strategies in Zimbabwean tertiary institutions. 
Understanding the impact of socio-demographic factors, 
particularly age, on PCs and work engagement is critical for 
effectively engaging a diverse workforce and optimising 
organisational outcomes.

Limitations and future research
Several limitations should be considered when interpreting 
the findings of this study. Initially, the sample size and its 
quality may constrain the generalisability of the results. A 
larger and more diverse sample could provide a more 
accurate representation of the relationship between the 
PC, work engagement and age within the context of this 
study.

Additionally, the reliance on self-report questionnaires – 
specifically the PQ and the UWES – may have introduced 
biases, as responses were based on participants’ personal 
perceptions, experiences and views. These subjective 
interpretations could have influenced the research 
outcomes. Furthermore, the study’s focus on age as the 
sole socio-demographic variable limits the scope of the 
findings; the inclusion of additional socio-demographic 
factors could have provided a more comprehensive 
understanding of the relationships under investigation. 
Incorporating a qualitative investigation in further 
research could offer deeper insights into the mechanisms 
shaping these perceptions and enhance the overall 
contribution of the study.

The research was conducted at a single tertiary institution, 
which limits the applicability of the findings to other 
institutions within the sector. Moreover, the cross-
sectional design of the study means that causality cannot 
be established, as the researcher had no control over the 
research variables. Despite these limitations, the results 
offer a foundational understanding that future studies 
can build upon to further explore work engagement 
practices within the broader tertiary education sector in 
Zimbabwe.

The study’s sample predominantly consisted of employees 
aged between 36 years and 45 years within a single Zimbabwean 
tertiary institution, which limits the generalisability of the 

findings to employees in other age groups or sectors 
beyond tertiary education. With only 336 participants, the 
sample size is relatively small, making it difficult to 
generalise the results to the entire population. 
Additionally, the study did not capture the perspectives 
of employers, which could provide valuable insights into 
the PC and work engagement from the employer’s point 
of view. Therefore, future research should incorporate 
employers’ views and consider a larger, more diverse 
sample. It would also be beneficial to replicate this study 
across a broader range of tertiary institutions in Zimbabwe 
to enhance the generalisability and robustness of the 
findings.

Conclusion
Work engagement within Zimbabwean tertiary institutions 
is a critical area of study, particularly given the observed 
lower levels of engagement in this sector. The findings of 
this research, including the significant relationships 
identified, provide valuable insights that can contribute to 
the development of individual and organisational 
interventions aimed at enhancing employees’ work 
engagement. Moreover, a deeper understanding of age-
related characteristics, PC preferences and their influence 
on work engagement can enable tertiary institutions to 
implement targeted strategies for sustaining and 
improving workforce engagement levels.
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