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Abstract: A number of studies have provided evidence buoying intrinsic rewards as human resource interventions for
enhancing performance at individual, functional, and organisational levels. While this evidence abounds mostly in the highincome economies, the direct and indirect pathways through which intrinsic rewards such as recognition practices generate
employee’s performance lacked empirical and theoretical investigation in the low-income economies. Using survey data from
106 respondents pursuing MBA and PhD programmes at Kenyatta University, this study investigated the relationship between
recognition practices, work engagement, and employees’ performance in Kenyan context. The hypotheses of this study were
anchored on Social Exchange Theory, and both descriptive and explanatory research designs were employed. Data were
obtained from the respondents through self-administered questionnaires and the study instruments were adapted items. The
study’s instruments were subjected to Principal Component Analysis to determine the validity and reliability of the research
instruments, and thereafter the direct hypothesised relationship was determined through linear regression method. The findings
from the analysis revealed positive and significant effect of recognition practices on employee performance in Kenyan context.
Furthermore, this study used PROCESS macro and found partial mediating effect of work engagement on the relationship
between recognition practices and employees’ performance. The study offers both theoretical and practical implications which
revolve round the need to enhance positive attitudinal outcome (work engagement) that will occasion desired performance at
various organisational levels via the design and implementation of employee recognition practices in Kenyan context.
Keywords: Recognition Practices, Work Engagement, Employee Performance, Social Exchange Theory

1. Introduction
Theoretical assumptions in human resource management
literature converged on the premise that performance
obtained in an organisation is contingent on the performance
of its employees, and therefore such performance is often
determined by employees’ positive perception of the
implemented human resource management interventions.
This implies that the performance of people in employment
register of a work setting determines the attainment of
predetermined organisational goals. Employees are said to be
physically, emotionally, and cognitively engaged in their
work assignments when organisational events are signaling

to them that they are valued and trusted in the organisation
[1; 2]. These events have been identified in HRM literature
as HRM systems designed and implemented to enhance the
desired organisational performance. A chunk of empirical
studies in HRM literature have found positive experience of
human resource management systems and performance at
both micro and macro level of an organisation [3-5].
Furthermore, what constitutes attitudes and behaviours that
will benefit the organisation is said to be hinged on the
reality of human resource management interventions against
its rhetoric [6]. Studies have therefore provided empirical
evidence of positive relationship between human resource
management intervention, attitudinal and behavioural
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outcomes, and performance in organisations [7]. Scholars and
authors of these profound positive evidences have
concentrated attention on HRM interventions for enhancing
employee knowledge, skills, and abilities, and as well as
motivation via extrinsic rewards, and such evidences are
confined to the contexts of the of high-income economies.
There is, however, anecdotal evidence of positive
relationship of HRM interventions that motivate employee to
assume positive work behaviour which will in turn occasion
performance at both micro and macro level of an organisation
especially in the low-income economies. Employee
recognition has therefore been identified as an important
HRM intervention that functions as a vector of motivation
[8]. It is a significant HRM system instituted to communicate
and signal to employees that their organisations are interested
in them beyond short term; but rather on long term basis [9].
As posited by [10], recognition practice is an important HRM
system that signals to employees that organisation cares
about their well-being and is willing to invest in them. While
evidence of positive relationship between employee
recognition and performance abounds in the high-income
countries [9], such evidence is lacking, and in addition the
mechanism through which employee recognition generates
performance is limited as far as empirical studies in lowincome settings are concerned. Furthermore, organisations
adopt employee recognition so as to reinforce the desired
behaviours; however, little empirical evidence is available to
corroborate this claim [11]. It is against this backdrop that
this study investigated the relationship between employee
recognition, work engagement, and employee performance in
Kenyan context.

2. Conceptual and Empirical Literature
Review
2.1. Employee Recognition and Employee Performance
There is no uniformity as to the conceptualisation of HRM
system termed as ‘recognition’ in a work setting; rather the
term has been operationalised in different ways by different
researchers. [9, p.330] defines recognition as ’non-monetary
reward through which an organisation tangibly signals its
appreciation of quality work and achievement’. Recognition
of employees at workplace is also conceptualised as ‘’the
assignment of personal non-monetary reward to reinforce
desired behaviours displayed by an employee, after the
behaviours have occurred’’ [12]. According to [11], employee
recognition is defined from the perspective of theories as a
reinforcement contingency that has the capacity to shape
behaviours and consequently improve performance. In a
survey of scientific literature carried out by [8], the concept
of employee recognition was coined from ethical, existential,
work psychodynamic, and behavioural perspectives, as
personal recognition, recognition of work practices,
recognition of job dedication, and recognition of results.
These typologies of recognition practices have been
identified as antecedents of employee attitudinal and

behavioural outcomes, and may also have the capacity to
enhance performance at both the micro and macro levels of
an organisation [8].
A cursory investigation of the relationship between
recognition practices, attitudinal, behavioural, and as well as
performance outcomes, has shown different evidence of
empirical findings. [11], in the study of performance
management effectiveness in some private and public
organisations in Canada, found positive relationship between
employee recognition and performance outcomes. The study
of the influence of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards on
employee performance in banking sector in Pakistan was
investigated by [13], and the findings of the study showed
that a positive relationship existed between recognition
practice and employee performance. In addition, [14]
investigated the relationship between non-monetary rewards,
job satisfaction, and job performance in Malaysia, and the
findings of the study showed that recognition practices
correlated significantly with job performance. [10]’s study on
rewards and recognition to engage private banks employees
in India found positive correlation between HR outcome
(commitment) and recognition practices. In a similar vein,
[15] in a field experimental study, found that recognition of
employees was attributed to increase in performance
outcomes among 312 employees selected to work on threehour data-entry tasks. The evidence of positive relationship
between employee recognition and performance outcomes
further reinforces the assertion that a strategic approach to
recognition provides more engaged and productive
employees who will drive organisational performance.
There are, however, empirical studies that have shown
negative and insignificant relationship of recognition
practices with attitudinal, behavioural, and performance
outcomes at different levels of an organisation. [16] found
significant correlation between positive recognition and
negative emotions among employees when the relationship
quality is very low and negative recognition with negative
emotions even when the relationship quality is very high. The
implication of these findings is that HR managers need to be
meticulous when implementing recognition practices because
by recognising some employees in a work setting at the
expense of others may provoke counterproductive behaviours
that may result to adverse organisational performance.
Nevertheless, employee recognition has appeared in HRM
literature as a vector of motivation that ultimately drives
work engagement, and consequently performance outcomes.
2.2. Work Engagement and Employee Performance
There is no consensus among scholars and researchers
about what constitutes meaning and measurements of
engagement [10]. Engagement has been conceptualised in
literature as either work or employee engagement [17; 2]. An
engaged employee is the one who is positively engrossed
with the assigned work duties and responsibilities towards
driving home the desired organisational performance. The
array of definitions provided in the literature pointed to the
fact that engagement constitutes the deployment of
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employees’ physical, emotional and cognitive resources
towards the attainment of organisational goals. Engagement
refers to the extent to which an individual is attentive,
focussed, and absorbed in performing the roles assigned to
him or her [1] cited in [18]. In an explanation provided by
[19], engagement refers to as a positive, fulfilling, affectivemotivational state of wellbeing that is characterized by
vigour, dedication and absorption. This conceptualisation
further emphasises on the available resources possessed by
employees to getting done appropriately the works assigned
to them. The vigour as one of the attributes of engagement
indicates employees’ willingness to devote time, efforts, and
positive energies when performing the job, while dedication
refers to emotional form of engagement where employees
experience works as meaningful, significant, and challenging
and absorption refers to the cognitive form of engagement
whereby employees tend to be happily involved and
experienced their work as engrossing and something they can
devote their full concentration and attention [20].
An attempt to increase employees’ engagement level,
organisations can expect an increased performance and
reduction in employees’ probability of departure, and
therefore engagement is considered as a psychological and
behavioural outcome that leads to better employee
performance [21]. In scholarly literature, engagement has
been investigated to function either as a predicting or an
outcome construct. [22] found in their investigation of worklife balance, job contents, and monetary benefits as drivers of
engagement in an organisation. [23], in a research conducted
in a New Zealand insurance organisation, found that
employee engagement is predicted by leadership behaviours.
In the study of [24], situational factors which include training
and development, recognition, participatory management,
pay and benefits were empirically investigated and found to
have positive correlation with employee engagement in
engineering and consulting services industries in India. [10],
found positive correlation between rewards, recognition
practices and engagement in the study of bank employees in
India.
Moreover, the concept of engagement has been researched
and identified as a route towards accomplishment of an
organisational goal. In an empirical study of [17], work
engagement was found to fully mediate the relationship
between psychological climate and organisational
effectiveness in service organisations in India. Similarly, [25]
concluded in their study that job performance can be
obtained in an organisation if performance management has a
positive influence on work engagement. These findings were
in consonance with empirical investigation of work
engagement as an important antecedent of performance at
various levels in perspective of Indian organisations [26-27;
10]. In addition, [6] found work engagement as the
antecedent of organisational citizen behaviour and turnover
intention in the relationship between human resource
management practice and employee behaviour in service
sector in UK. The evidence that work engagement creates a
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brighter future at a service sector in UK [28] corroborated
[6]’s study. Drawing from these empirical findings, it is
sufficient to say that work engagement constitutes an
important attitudinal outcome that can be enhanced via
implementation of HRM practices towards attaining the
predetermined organisational goals.

3. Theoretical Framework and
Hypotheses Development
In human resource management literature, researchers
have been charged to mobilise theories in the understanding
of HRM practices, concept of performance, and the
mechanism through which HRM-practices-performance
relationship is generated [29]. Researchers have therefore
mobilised HRM related theories to support and justify
HRMP-performance linkage [30]. Social exchange theory, by
[31], is an important theoretical paradigm mobilised in HRM
literature to explain employer-employee relationship within
the organisation. It is a theory conditioned on the norms of
reciprocity within the social relationship [6]. Social exchange
theory is used to support argument in HRM literature that
employee perception of implemented HRM practices would
have a pivotal influence on employee attitudinal and
behavioural outcomes which would in turn enhance
performance at various organisational levels [32]. That is
employees who perceived that HRM practices are
investments towards them beyond short-term basis may
likely reciprocate in kind by exhibiting positive attitudinal
and behavioural outcome that may result in desired
organisational outcomes [33]. In the study of [18], social
exchange theory was drawn to explain the connection
between human resource management practices and work
engagement. Similarly, the link between perceived human
resource management practices, work engagement, and
employee behaviour was rooted in social exchange paradigm
[6]. Recognition practices, as one of the HR systems, have
been identified as having the capacity to shape behaviour and
consequently improve performance [11]. It may therefore be
sufficient to say that employees who perceived positive
recognition practices at workplace may likely assume
positive attitudinal and behavioural outcomes that may result
in performance at various organisational levels. Drawing
from the preceding explanation and the need to justify direct
and indirect HRM practices-performance relationship in a
low-income context, this study hypothesised relationships
between recognition practices, work engagement, and
employee performance in Kenyan context as:
H01: There is no direct significant effect of recognition
practices on employee performance in Kenya context.
H02: Work engagement does not have significant mediating
effect on the relationship between recognition practices and
employee performance in Kenya context.
The hypothesised relationships in this study are therefore
depicted in the conceptual framework as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 Conceptual Framework.

4. Methodology
4.1. Research Design
This study adopted descriptive and explanatory research
designs, and the study participants were drawn from students
pursuing MBA and PhD programmes at the School of
Business, Kenyatta University. The study relied on data from
these participants because consideration is accorded to
admitting students into MBA and PhD programmes with
cognate work experience at Kenyatta University. Data
obtained from 106 respondents, through self-administered
questionnaires, were subjected to both descriptive and
inferential analysis using Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS). Out of 106 respondents, 54 per cent were
male and 46 per cent were female. The distribution of work
experience showed that 26 per cent had 1-5 year work
experience, 47 per cent had 6-10 year work experience, 17
per cent had 11-15 year work experience, and 10 per cent had
over 16 years work experience.
4.2. Measures
The items measuring recognition practices, work
engagement, and employee performance were presented in
Tables 1 and 2. Recognition practices contained six items
adapted from [9]. Work engagement contained nine items
adapted from [5], and a modified eleven items measuring
employee performance were adapted from [34]. All the items
were measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 =
strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree

Following [5], principal component analysis was
performed on 26 items measuring the constructs of this study.
Using principal component analysis, the factorability of data
is considered suitable when Kaiser-Meyer Olkin (KMO)
sampling of adequacy exceed the value of .6, Bartlett’s test of
sphericity is significant at p < 0.05, and correlation matrix (r)
showing coefficient 0.3 and above [35]. As shown in Table 1,
the KMO exceeded the recommended value of .6
(Recognition practices =.700, work engagement =.781,
employee performance =.657), and Bartlett’s test of
sphericity was significant at p < 0.05 for all the constructs of
the study. Using varimax technique of orthogonal approach
for rotation and interpretation, two components solution
explaining a total variance of 63.861 with eigenvalue
exceeding 1 was revealed for the construct of recognition
practices, three components solution explaining 70.614 and
66.835 with the eigenvalue exceeding 1 for the constructs of
work engagement and employee performance respectively
were also revealed. The components with strong loading of .5
above were considered and this ascertained the construct
validity of this study. The strong loading of these components
showed that no item was removed before subsequent analysis
was performed on the data collected. As also indicated in
Table 1, the internal consistency of the constructs of this
study was measured and Crombash’s alpha values
of .711, .843, and .819 were found with recognition practices,
work engagement, and employee performance respectively.
These values exceeded .7 normally used as threshold in
research studies [36; 31], and this therefore ascertain the
reliability of the instruments of this study.

4.3. Data Analysis
Table 1. Results of Principal Component Analysis of Variables.
S/N
5.
6.
3.
4.
1.
2.
8.
7.
4.

ITEMS
Recognition Practices
In my work unit, employees receive written recognition from their supervisors (e.g. memos)
In my work unit, supervisors regularly congratulate employees in recognition of their efforts.
When an employee does good quality work, he or she is showed appreciations by colleagues
In my work unit, supervisors tangibly appreciate employees in different ways (dinners, restaurants tickets
for sport events or sport, etc.)
Employee suggestions are seriously taken into consideration
In my work unit, employees’ suggestions are followed up regularly
Work Engagement
I am immersed in my work
I am proud of the work I do
My job inspires me

Component
1
2
.847
.805
.684
.634
.862
.793
.858
.855
.738
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S/N
2.
6.
1.
5.
3.
9.
11.
10.
7.
9.
8.
2.
4.
1.
5.
3.
6.

ITEMS
Recognition Practices
At my job, I feel strong and vigorous
I feel happy when I am working intensity
At work, I feel bursting with energy
When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work
I am enthusiastic about my job
I get carried away when I am working
Employee Performance
I always complete my duties as specified in the job description
I always meet the formal performance requirements of my job
I fulfil all the responsibilities required of my job
I never neglect aspect of the task I obligated to perform
I have not experienced failure in performing my essential duties
I embraced new idea to improve the performance of my task
I always provide support for innovative idea
I always transfer idea into useful application
I always search out for new working method, techniques, and instruments for performing my job
I often generate solution to problems
I always make organisational members enthusiastic for innovative idea

KMO
Recognition practices
Work engagement
Employee performance

.700
.781
.657

Bartlett’s Test
Chi-square
141.735
409.023
569.107

4.4. Descriptive Analysis
The aggregate mean and standard deviation scores, as
shown in Table 2, stood at 3.2657 and 1.1119 for recognition
practices, 3.6834 and 0.9872 for work engagement, and
4.1570 and 0.7943 for employee performance respectively.
The aggregate mean score of 3.265 (moderate) on 5-point
Likert scale implies that the respondents had a moderate
agreement about the existence of recognition practices in
their respective organisations, and the standard deviation
score of 1.111 indicated a moderate variability of responses.
The aggregate mean score of 3.6834 approximates to 4

P<0.05
0.000
0.000
0.000
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Component
1
2
.592
.590
.835
.652
.565

3

.861
.785
.777
.765
.724
.575
.852
.713
.640
.742
.612
.567

Variance explained

α

63.861
70.614
66.835

.711
.843
.819

(agree) on 5-point Likert scale indicated that the respondent
showed agreement on the items measuring the construct of
work engagement and the standard deviation score of 0.9872
showed low variability of responses among the respondents.
The aggregate mean score of 4.1570 (agree) on 5-point Likert
showed agreement among the respondents in respect to the
items measuring the perceived employee performance, and
the standard deviation score of 0.7943 indicated a low
variability of responses among the respondents. The low
standard deviation scores, as shown in Table 2, explained low
variability of responses, and it then indicates that the mean is
a true estimate of the population mean.

Table 2 Descriptive Analysis of Variables.
Variables
Recognition Practices
Employee suggestions are seriously taken into consideration
In my work unit, employees’ suggestions are followed up regularly
When an employee does good quality work, he or she is showed appreciations by colleagues
In my work unit, supervisors tangibly appreciate employees in different ways (dinners, restaurants tickets for sport
events or sport, etc.)
In my work unit, employees receive written recognition from their supervisors (e.g. memos)
In my work unit, supervisors regularly congratulate employees in recognition of their efforts
Aggregate Score:
Work Engagement
At work, I feel bursting with energy
At my job, I feel strong and vigorous
I am enthusiastic about my job
My job inspires me
When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work
I feel happy when I am working intensity
I am proud of the work I do
I am immersed in my work
I get carried away when I am working
Aggregate Score:
Employee Performance
I always complete my duties as specified in the job description

Mean

Standard Deviation

3.4151
3.1981
3.4057

.9347
.8882
1.1278

3.0566

1.3080

3.0566
3.4623
3.2657

1.3297
1.1312
1.1199

3.4906
3.7358
3.8491
3.8113
3.6793
3.5943
3.9245
3.8019
3.2642
3.6834

1.0165
.9391
.8484
1.0964
.9416
1.0848
1.0019
.8665
1.0894
0.9872

4.2736

.86776
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Variables
I always meet the formal performance requirements of my job
I fulfil all the responsibilities required of my job
I never neglect aspect of the task I obligated to perform
I have not experienced failure in performing my essential duties
I embraced new idea to improve the performance of my task
I always provide support for innovative idea
I always transfer idea into useful application
I always search out for new working method, techniques, and instruments for performing my job
I often generate solution to problems
I always make organisational members enthusiastic for innovative idea
Aggregate Score:

4.5. Hypothesis Testing
4.5.1. Test of Direct Relationship
Simple regression analysis was performed to establish the
direct relationship between recognition practices and employee
performance. As shown in Table 3, the R-square of 0.213
indicated that 21.3 per cent of the variation in the dependent
variable (employee performance) was explained by the
independent variable (Recognition practices), and the other 78.7
per cent would be explained by variables not mentioned in this
study. The F-value of 28.167 was statistically significant at p =
0.000, and this indicated that the regression model fitted the data.
The t-statistics of 5.307 was statistically significant at p = 0.000
(p < 0.05), and this indicated that a null hypothesis of no
significant effect of the relationship between recognition
practices and employee performance was rejected. The
regression coefficient (β) 1.277 indicated a positive relationship
and this means that one unit increase in recognition practices
will lead to 1.227 increases in employee performance.
Table 3 Regression Results for Direct Relationship.
Goodness of fit
R
R-squared
Adjusted R-squared
F-value

Test Statistics
0.462
0.213
0.206
28.167

p-value

0.000

Mean
4.2453
4.2642
4.1604
3.6604
4.3491
4.3585
4.1509
4.0660
4.2264
3.9717
4.1570
Coefficients
3.238
1.277

Constant
Recognition Practices

Standard Deviation
.68746
.73422
.79447
1.04094
.73085
.75830
.81407
.90784
.55691
.84468
0.7943
t-statistics
18.178
5.307

p-value
0.000
0.000

Note: p is statistically significant at 5% level of sig.

4.5.2. Test of Indirect Relationship
The hypothesis of indirect relationship in this study was
tested using PROCESS macro version 3 developed by [37].
Following the three-variable model for testing mediation
effect by [38], one of the decision criteria for mediation
effect states that if the difference between the coefficient of
the predicting variable in the total effect and the coefficient
of the predicting variable in the direct effect is equal to the
interactional effect of the coefficients of the mediating
variable in both direct effect and indirect effect, then a partial
mediating effect has occurred. As shown in Table 4, the
difference of the coefficients of predicting variable
(Recognition practices) in both the total and direct effect
(0.2768 – 0.2136 = 0.0632) was equal to the interactional
effect of both coefficients of mediating variable (Work
engagement) in direct and indirect effect (0.2581*0.2449 =
0.0632). The coefficient (β) 0.0632 was statistically
significant and the null hypothesis of no mediating effect was
rejected. Therefore, the relationship between recognition
practices and employee performance was partially mediated
by work engagement.

Dependent Construct =Employee Performance
Table 4 Summary of Regression Results for Mediating Effect.
Parameter
R
R2
F-value
Sig (0.05)
Rec. Pract.
Wrk Eng.

Step 1 Total Effect
0.4116
0.2131
28.1668
0.000
0.2768
-

Step 2 Direct Effect
0.5619
0.3157
23.7629
0.000
0.2136
0.2449

Step 3 Indirect Effect
0.3126
0.0977
11.2632
0.011
0.2581
0.0632

Test

Remarks

0.2768-0.2136 = 0.0632
0.2581*0.2449 = 0.0632

Partial mediation
effect

Note: Coefficient is significant at 5 per cent, p < 0.05

5. Discussion
The results of this study showed that the direct
relationship between recognition practices and employee
performance was positive and significant, and therefore, are
in consonance with the findings of previous empirical
studies that found significant and positive correlation
between recognition practices and performance at the

various organisational levels [11; 13; 15]. As asserted in
HRM literature that non-monetary reward practices such as
employee recognition may provoke positive attitudinal and
behavioural outcomes that may result in positive
performance outcomes, therefore, the assertion is justified
by the findings of positive and significant partial mediating
effect of work engagement on the relationship between
recognition practices and employee performance. The
findings of positive and significant effect therefore suggest
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that work engagement can act as an outcome of HRM
practices and also function as antecedent of performance at
various organisational levels. This therefore justifies the
tenet of social exchange theory (SET) and also in
conformity with findings of previous studies with evidence
of positive relationship between recognition practices,
employee attitudinal and behavioural, and as well as
performance outcomes [8; 10]. Work engagement, via the
findings of this study, therefore provides a route through
which recognition practices enhance employee performance.

6. Conclusion
The findings of this study have some implications that
characterised the study’s strength and, also provide directions
for shaping researchers’ interests on further empirical inquiry
on the constructs of recognition practices and performance at
both micro and macro levels of an organisation.
6.1. Theoretical Implications
The findings of this study contribute to HRM literature in the
following ways. Firstly, as a response to call for research studies
on the outcome and antecedent of work engagement in HRM
literature [39; 40], the empirical findings of work engagement in
this study contribute to the unearthing of the ‘black box’ as a
mechanism via which HRM practices generate performance
outcomes. Secondly, anecdotal and little attention has been paid
to research studies on the relationship between recognition
practices and employee performance and their mediating
pathway mostly in the low-income countries [41; 42; 43], the
strength of this study lies in the findings of positive and
significant effect of recognition practices, work engagement, and
employee performance in the context of Kenya as a low-income
country. Researchers have been enjoined to mobilised theories
in an attempt to conceptualise HRM practices, performance, and
explain the mechanisms via which HRM practices generate
performance outcomes, and the dearth of mobilisation of
theories has characterised HRM literature in the non-western
countries. The strength of this study, therefore, lies in the
mobilisation of social exchange theory in anchoring its
objectives and hypothesised relationships.

organisational performance. An important aspect of HRM
practices that do not heighten organisational expenses is the
implementation of non-monetary practices such as employee
recognition; therefore the findings of positive relationship
between recognition practices, work engagement, and
performance are eye-opener to management of Kenyan
organisations to obtain desired performance without recourse
to incurring unnecessary expenses.
6.3. Limitations and Direction for Future Research Studies
This current study has some limitations that may warrant
further empirical inquiries. Firstly, the coefficient of
determination in the model summary of this study was
significantly less than thirty per cent. This then implies that there
are other variables of HRM practices that account for seventy
per cent explanation of the construct of employee performance.
Future research studies on HRM practices and performance
relationship in Kenyan context should beam more light on other
components of HRM systems that can occasion performance.
The current study is cross-sectional and the evidence of positive
correlation was found between recognition practices, work
engagement, and employee performance, however, the findings
of positive correlation cannot be akin to causal relationship.
Subsequent research studies, therefore, should endeavour to find
a causal relationship between recognition practices and
performance using longitudinal study.
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