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Abstract 

 
The study examines the relationship between intrinsic motivation and job involvement, with employee retention acting as a 
mediating variable. To succeed in its mission, every company must be able to retain its key employees. The independent 
variables of the study were intrinsic motivation and job involvement, while employee retention is the dependent variable. Data 
was gathered from a convenience sample of 160 employees from selected government departments in East London and 
Zwelitsha, Eastern Cape province. A four-part questionnaire was used for data collection. The measuring instruments were a 
self-designed questionnaire to measure the biographical and occupational data, and a questionnaire developed to measure 
intrinsic motivation (Intrinsic Motivation Inventory) with a Cronbach alpha = 0.81. To measure job involvement, Kanungo’s 
(1982) 10-item five-point Likert-type rating scale was used (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.74). To measure employee retention was 
measured using the cumulative Michigan Organizational Assessment two-item questionnaire (Camman, Fichman & Klesh, 
1979) and a third assessment item from Landau and Hammer (1986). Data analysis was done by means of the Pearson 
Product Moment Correlation technique, and Multiple Regression analysis. The results obtained from this study showed that 
there is a significant positive association between intrinsic motivation, job involvement and employee retention. The results 
further showed that employee’s intrinsic motivation and job involvement have an influence on employee’s intention to quit. The 
results further showed that intrinsic motivation is the strongest predicator of employee retention, followed by job involvement. 
The practical implications of this study mainly relate to employee retention or prevention of a high rate of labour turnover. 
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1. Introduction  
 
In today’s rapidly changing corporate environment, organizations seek out to maximize the potential of their human 
resources to stay ahead of the fierce competition and survive in the middle of the quest. Well motivated and involved 
workforce feels that organization value them and they are playing an essential role within their organization which 
significantly enhance both employees as well as organizational performance (Fossey & Harvey, 2010). Motivated and 
committed employees with high levels of job involvement are considered as an important asset to an organization and 
keeping the employee motivation, commitment and job involvement up is always rewarding to a business as motivated 
and involved employees are more productive and less labour turnover (Fossey & Harvey, 2010). An organization that 
offers recognition such as ‘thank you’, ‘you’re worth it’ ensures that its employees feel that they are of high standard, thus 
promoting employee motivation and high involvement (Brown, 2004).  

The globalization and technical advancements have created the high demand for motivated and involved skilled 
people. According to McKinsey Global Institute’s report from 2012, in advanced economies the demand is growing faster 
than supply. In the wake of skills shortages organisations are now focused on acquiring techniques that bring out high 
employee performance. These techniques to achieve high performance are not the same for all organisations, even if 
they are competitors in the same field of business (Pesamaa, Shoham & Ruvio, 2011). In these conditions we can say 
that the greatest challenge for an organization is how to attract, train, motivate and retain the highly qualified and 
productive employees. They can provide competitive advantage to the organisations today and in future. 

Losing skilled and productive employees can be very harmful to the organization’s productivity and success. A 
recent published meta-analysis covering trends of skilled employees emphasize low turnover rates on performance as 
well as covering its predictors (Hancock, Allen, Basco, McDaniel & Pierce 2013). Most of these predictors cover how 
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replacement process tends to be expensive and long. Even when the replacement is found, it usually takes time until new 
employees become productive again. A highly skilled motivated and involved person typically chooses carefully whether 
or not to work for a company. Usually the employees bring high level of competence and expertise into the organization 
and expect something in return if they are to remain with the organization. They are therefore motivated by different 
things and based on their motivation they choose whether or not to give their best effort (Hancock et al., 2013). 

Has the lack of proper management to engage and intrinsically motivate their workforce influenced employee’s 
intent to quit within the current South African climax? Evidently high turnover contaminates the organization through a 
decline in innovation, dense service delivery, and imprudent execution of new programs. Samuel and Chipunza (2009) 
advocates that such action can intensely affect the ability of organizations to advance in today’s competitive economy, 
rendering even the most desirous organisations incapable of prospering due to their failure to retain the talented 
workforce. Less engaged and intrinsically motivated workforce is force to leave an organization and thus present a great 
threat to an organizations’ success (Chungtai, 2008). This justifies why developing adequate interventions to retain 
talented employees has become important. The South African Public Service is an employer of 13.1 million citizens 
(DPSA annual report, 2010). Between the 2003-2007 financial period, head of departments’ turnover rate was 25% (The 
Public Service Commission, 2008). The implication of this turnover was due to poor service delivery. The annual turnover 
rate for 2009/2010 financial period by all salary bands in all government departments was 11.7%, and by critical 
occupation 3.1%. This means that in a year, government lost over 130 800 valuable employees, 10 900 a month, or 363 
a day. Government employees complain of begin de-motivated and lack of control over their work. Nowadays, 
competition between public and private sector is very stiff, it aids high rate of turnover. To remedy this situation, 
government must investigate what motivates its workforce and what keeps them involved in their jobs.  

 After considering what was mentioned above, the intention of this study is to offer knowledge that may explain why 
some employees choose to leave and why some choose to stay with their organization. We see that long term 
relationship between the organization and employee will depend on employee’s motivation and involvement at workplace. 
Therefore this study seeks to investigate the relationship between intrinsic motivation and job involvement on employee 
retention in government departments in East London and Zwelitsha. A key question to be addressed is whether this 
approach is effective and appropriate for South Africa in the current context. 

The main essential objectives of this study are to determine the relations between intrinsic motivation and job 
involvement, on one hand and employee retention on the other. It also seeks to investigate method used by government 
department on retaining talented employees and to explore the significant interaction between intrinsic motivation and job 
involvement, on one hand and employee retention, on the other. Based on the above statement and literature review the 
following hypotheses can be formulated: 

H1: There is a positive relationship between intrinsic motivation and employee retention  
H2: There is a positive relationship between job involvement and employee retention 
H3: There is a positive interaction between intrinsic motivation and job involvement which impacts employee 

retention  
The literature provides detailed information on how talented employees are retained through involvement and 

motivation. Substantial research about employee retention has been conducted in Western world countries with most 
likely stable economic development (Ramlall, 2004). This study, therefore, seeks to be of significant use to the selected 
department in the Eastern Cape Provincial Government towards developing effective strategies that can improve the level 
of employee motivation and job involvement and thus reduce employee turnover. In line with that, this study will enable 
organisations and department in retaining existing employees who are competent and committed on their jobs; ensuring 
that they are able to achieve good quality service delivery to their clients and communities and thus achieve their 
organizational mandate; involving employees in every aspect of their jobs, which would result in committee workforce at 
all levels; and assuring department that the implemented retention interventions will eliminate any intention to quit that 
employee might considering, thus remaining loyal.  

 
2. Literature Review  
 
2.1 Intrinsic motivation 
 
Motivations conceptually explain reasons to why individuals take on certain acts. Lincoln and Kelleberg (1990) argued 
that rewards offered by an organization can influence employees’ attitudes towards their job and organization they work 
in. Rewards can be intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic rewards come from the work itself like sense of achievement, 
appreciation, challenge, variety and autonomy. Extrinsic rewards are tangible rewards like pay, benefits, promotion, 
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security and work environment. Judge, Piccolo, Podsakoff, Shaw and Rich (2010) study has conducted meta-analysis of 
120years of research and has synthesized the findings from 92 quantitative studies. The combined dataset included over 
15 000 individuals and 115 correlation coefficients. According to this study, there is very weak (less than 2%) dependency 
between salary and job satisfaction. Study showed that “the average level of job satisfaction remains relatively stable 
across studies, regardless of the change in mean pay level.” (Judge et al., 2010, p.162). Gallup’s study including 
1.4million employees from 192 organisations across 49 industries and 34 nations reports no difference in engagement 
based on pay level (Gallup, 2011). 

Even though some authors have shown that even extrinsic rewards impact employee retention, because of the 
above findings, we will focus on intrinsic rewards alone. Another reason is that it has been shown that intrinsic rewards 
have greater impact on employee retention than extrinsic rewards (O’Driscoll & Randall, 1999). This conclusion was 
confirmed by Cho and Perry (2012) research which showed that intrinsic motivates relates to employee engagement 
levels three times more strongly than extrinsic motivates. Lawler (1970) defines intrinsic motivation as the degree to 
which an employee is motivated to perform well because it will result in a good feeling and subjective rewards like 
feelings of growth, high self-esteem, competence, autonomy etc. Deci (1973) defines intrinsic motivated activities as 
activities which a person does for no apparent reward but the activity itself or the feelings which results from the activity. 
Together with Ryan he defined self-determination theory (SDT) in 1985. They state that employees will be intrinsically 
motivated if their basic need for acceptance, autonomy and relatedness is satisfied.  

According to Lawler (1973), an employee is intrinsically motivated to perform well as long as he/she expects that 
his/her job will provide the feedback he/she values. This fits well into the expectancy theory approach to motivation 
(Vroom, 1964). According to this theory, people are motivated to work if they believe that their efforts in the workplace will 
result in the outcome they expect. To effectively motivate and retain employees, management need to deal with each 
person one at a time, asking question of, listening to, and working together one-on-one. Good management, therefore, is 
the one that will help talented people find satisfaction in their work, and satisfaction is the key to an employee’s decision 
to stay or leave the organization (Dirks & Skarlicki, 2009; Cho & Ringquist, 2011; Chun & Rainey, 2005; Colqitt, Scott, 
LePine, 2007; Grant & Sumath, 2009).  
 
2.2 Job involvement 
 
Job involvement refers to how people perceive their jobs in relation to (i) the working environment, (ii) the job itself, and 
(iii) how their work and life are integrated (Hirschfield & Field, 2000). Having low involvement contributes to employees’ 
feelings of alienation of purpose, alienation in the organization or feeling of separation between what the employees see 
as their “life” and the job they do. Job involvement can also be defined as the extent to which an individual is personally 
involved with his or her work role (wikianswers.com). Kanungo (1982) views job involvement as a cognitive or belief state 
of psychological identification with one’s job. In other words, this approach suggests that an individual’s psychological 
identification with a particular job depends on the saliency of his or her needs and the perceptions he or she has about 
the need satisfying potentialities of the job (Kanungo 1982). Brown (1996) argues that job involvement will be highest 
when the work environment: makes one believes that one’s work is meaningful; offers control over how work is 
accomplished; maintains a clear set of behavioral norms; makes feedback concerning completed work available; and 
provides supportive relations with supervisors and co-workers. Many theorists have hypothesized that highly involved 
employees will put forth substantial effort towards the achievement of organizational objectives and are less likely to 
turnover.  

Argyris (1957) and McGregor (1960) saw job involvement as a means of aiding productivity and of creating work 
situations in which there would be better integration of individual and organizational goals. Marcson (1960) presented an 
argument and findings suggesting that one of the best ways to increase productivity in organisations was to provide 
employees with jobs that are more demanding and challenging. Recent studies of job involvement show that such 
involvement enhances the individual’s satisfaction, while at the same time increasing productivity for the organization 
(Hall & Lawler 2000). Mohr and Zoghi (2008)’s study shows that job satisfaction was positively correlated with high-
involvement practices and that satisfied employees are more involved in their work. 
 
2.3 Employee retention  
 
In slightly more than a decade (1988-2000), the eminent issue for companies was one of attracting and retaining people 
with the skills necessary to do the work. The situation became even more complex during 2001 – 2009 period as an 
economic meltdown forced thousands companies to cut back or downsize their employee populations. During that period 



ISSN 2039-2117 (online) 
ISSN 2039-9340 (print) 

        Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences 
            MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy 

Vol 5 No 20 
September  2014 

          

 2122 

alone, more than millions jobs have been eradicated leaving a scenario of lost trust, eroded loyalties, financial demise, 
growing employee cynicism and diminished productivity. Employee stress levels have escalated as morale and creativity 
plummet, while simultaneously, the cost of absenteeism and medical related expenditures have risen. Further, companies 
are now indicating that product quality is beginning to suffer; customer satisfaction is dropping and many organizations 
are beginning to experience a significant increase in turnover of key talent--especially amongst those individuals 
considered most ‘crucial’ to the downsized organization (Jo, 2008; Lyons, Alarcon & Nelson 2010; Ramesh, 2007; Min, 
2007; Sullivan, 2009). 

In a sense, the manager’s function is that of a “catalyst” and as with all catalysts, the manager’s function is to 
speed up the reaction between two substances, thus creating the desired end product (Buckingham and Coffman, 1999). 
Specifically the managers improve or promote employee performance by speeding up the reaction between the 
employee’s talents and the company’s goals, and between the employee’s talents and the customer’s needs. When 
hundreds of managers play this role well, the company becomes strong, one employee at a time. In today’s slimmed-
down business world, most managers shoulder other responsibilities: they are expected to be subject matter experts, 
individual superstars and leaders in their own right. These are important roles which managers execute with varying 
styles and degrees of success, but when it comes to the manager aspect of their responsibilities, ”great managers” excel 
at the catalyst role. What we’re faced with today, is an extremely dynamic and volatile work environment marked by 
continued turbulence in the economy. Managers face a difficult challenge of motivating and retaining employees in an 
environment of increased uncertainties (Mitchell, 2002). Essentially, no organization, profession or community has been 
unaffected by the continuing series of layoffs, dot com failures and restructurings. At the same time, jobs are being 
created at unprecedented rates. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
3.1 Research approach 
 
The researchers made use of use of a quantitative research design, which can be defined, according to De Vos, Strydom, 
Fouche and Delport (2007), as an investigation into a social or human problem, based on testing a theory composed of 
variables. This is measured with numbers and analyzed with statistical procedures in order to establish whether the 
prognostic generalizations of the theory hold true. The rationale behind this is that we have chosen to develop 
hypotheses and a theoretical model which can be verified through quantitative research method. The emphasis on 
quantifying observation follows the ideas that our problem is relatively well known in the theory. 
 
3.2 Participants 
 
A convenience sample (n = 160) of employees in the South African Police Service – Eastern Cape Head office and 
Department of Rural Development and Land Reform – East London Shared Service Centre were selected. Next, the 
characteristics of the study population will be described. The population consisted of 48% male participants and 52% 
female participants. Furthermore, the sample comprised of Xhosa speaking (53%), Afrikaans speaking (14%), English 
speaking (12%), Sotho speaking (7%) and Zulu speaking (16%) participants, of whom majority 70% were married, 14% 
were single, 8.5% widowed and 6.9% were divorced participants. The ages of the participants were between the ages of 
18-25years (18%), 26-35years (47%), 36-45years (21%), 46-55years (8%), 56years and older (5%). Most participants 
had two to five years’ experience 78%, and most indicated a diploma as their level of qualification (39%) and (18) had a 
certificate. 
 
3.3 Measuring instruments  
 
The following measuring instruments were used for the purpose of empirical study. The measuring instruments were a 
self-designed questionnaire to measure the biographical and occupational data, and a questionnaire developed to 
measure intrinsic motivation (Intrinsic Motivation Inventory) with a Cronbach alpha = 0.81. To measure job involvement, 
Kanungo’s (1982) 10-item five-point Likert-type rating scale was used (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.74). To measure employee 
retention was measured using the cumulative Michigan Organizational Assessment two-item questionnaire (Camman, 
Fichman & Klesh, 1979) and a third assessment item from Landau and Hammer (1986). 
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3.4 Research procedure  
 
Ethics approval was obtained by the ethics committee of the participating University of Fort Hare. The researchers 
requested permission from the South African Police Service – Eastern Cape Head office and Department of Rural 
Development and Land Reform – East London Shared Service Centre management to conduct the research. A meeting 
was scheduled with the head of each department to discuss how the questionnaire would be distributed, completed and 
collected with the least interruption of duties. The researchers took the questionnaires to each head of the department at 
the arranged time and waited for participants to complete them. Information was provided to the reason and focus of the 
study. Anonymity was ensured and participants could withdraw at any stage. 
 
3.5 Data Analysis  
 
The researcher rearranged and sorted the information collected using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences 
(SPSS), which was followed by selecting, differentiating and breaking down of information into components related to 
each other. The statistical analysis used included descriptive statistics, measure of central tendency and dispersion, 
inferential statistics in the form of the Pearson product moment correlation, Pearson Chi-square and the Multiple linear 
regression. The aim of the data analysis was to check the testability of the research questions and the hypothesis of the 
study. The researcher used inferential statistics to determine the relationship between intrinsic motivation and job 
involvement on employee retention.  
 
4. Empirical Findings and Discussion  
 
4.1 Descriptive statistics  
 
The descriptive statistics in the form of arithmetic means and standard were computed from measurement instruments of 
intrinsic motivation, job involvement and employee retention questionnaires. These are presented in Table 1 together with 
the number of cases (sample size) that responded to each questionnaire. 
 
Table 1: Mean, Standard Deviation and total number of case in relation to intrinsic motivation, job involvement and 
employee retention. 
 

Variable N Mean Standard Deviation 
Intrinsic Motivation 130 3.1077 0.39737
Job Involvement 130 2.980 0.4475
Employee Retention 130 3.003589 0.735756

 
The level of intrinsic motivation, job involvement and employee retention among the sample of 160 employees in the 
South African Police Service – Eastern Cape Head office and Department of Rural Development and Land Reform – East 
London Shared Service Centre is depicted in table 1. The results indicate that intrinsic motivation has a mean of 3.1077 
and a standard deviation of 0.39737. The results further indicate that the mean of job involvement is 2.980 and the 
standard deviation is 0.4475. The results also indicate that employee retention has a mean of 3.0035 and a standard 
deviation of 0.735756.  
 
4.2 Inferential statistics  
 
This study ought to investigate the relationship between intrinsic motivation and job involvement, on the one hand, and 
employee retention, on the other. Inferential statistics, specifically Pearson’s Chi-square and Pearson’s Product Moment 
correlation coefficient was computed to determine the association and the relationships among the variables.  
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Table 2: The association among the variables intrinsic motivation, job involvement and retention 
 

Overall Employee involvement and retention Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-square 357.793a 200 .000 
Likelihood Ratio 228.841 200 .079 
Linear-by-Linear Association 9.914 1 .002 
N of Valid Cases 130
Overall Intrinsic motivation and Retention Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-square 271.587a 130 .000 
Likelihood Ratio 171.066 130 .009 
Linear-by-Linear Association .133 1 .715 
N of Valid Cases 130

P < 0.05 level of significance  
 
The first null hypothesis of the study (H0) was stated as, “there is no positive significant between intrinsic motivation and 
employee retention” and the corresponding alternative hypothesis (H1) was that, “there is a positive significant between 
intrinsic motivation and employee retention”. A Chi-square test of association was enforced by cross tabulating the three 
variables. The results indicated a Chi-square value of 271.587 and 130 degree of freedom with a probability value of 
0.000. Since the p-value is less than 0.05, this shows that two variables are significantly and highly positively correlated. 
This leads to a rejection of the null hypothesis and acceptance of the alternative hypothesis.  

The second null hypothesis of the study (H0) was stated as, “there is no positive significant between job 
involvement and employee retention” and the corresponding alternative hypothesis (H1) was that, “there is a positive 
significant between job involvement and employee retention”. The Chi-square value for employee involvement is x2 (4) = 
357.793a with an association p-value of 0.000. The outcome provides strong evidence that there is an association 
between employee involvement and employee retention. This also leads to a rejection of the null hypothesis and 
acceptance of the alternative hypothesis. Employee job involvement strongly influences employee retention amongst 
employees in the public sector departments. For employees to be loyal to their organisations, they must be constantly 
involved in the organization. According to Smit and Cronje (2012) employee involvement is one of the best strategies for 
employee retention. 
 
4.3 Correlation analysis  
 
In addition to the Chi-square test of association, Pearson correlation analysis was carried out to determine the 
significance; strength and direction of the relationship between intrinsic motivation and job involvement, on one hand and 
employee retention, on the other. 
 
Table 3: Correlation between intrinsic motivation and employee retention  
 

Employee retention Job involvement
Turnover      Pearson

Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

1 
130 

-.277**
.001 
130 

 
Table 3.1: Correlation between motivation and retention  
 

Motivation Retention
Motivation Pearson

Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)

N

1
 
 

130 

0.32
 

.717 
130 

Retention  Pearson
Correlation

Sig. (2-tailed)
N

0.32
 

.717 
130 

1
 
 

130 
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There results above indicate that there was a negative and statistically significant relationship only between employee job 
involvement and turnover (r = -0.277; p < 0.001). This means that high values of one variable are associated with less 
values of the other variable. Specifically, highly involved employees in an organization are less likely to quit. This might 
be because they are motivated and committed to the organization. According to Gallup’s (2013) study “The State of the 
American Workplace”, 70% of American workers are “not involved” in their workplace. They are emotionally disconnected 
from their workplace and likely to be unproductive and some leave the organization. In the report it is estimated that 
“uninvolved or actively unengaged” workers cost the U.S between $450billion to $550billion dollars a year in loss. These 
recently published numbers show alarming importance of having motivated and engaged employees at the work place. 

There have been many studies that investigated factors that impact employee turnover (Hancock et at., 2013). Job 
involvement is often identified as main predictor of employee turnover (Boal & Cidambi, 1984). Hence, organisations that 
are concerned about employee retention should consider increasing job involvement among their employees. According 
to Hancock et al., (2013) involved employees will mostly likely stay longer periods with the organization and tell favorable 
things about the organization. There was a significant correlation between intrinsic motivation and employee retention (r = 
32; p < 0.717. Yang and Kassekert’s (2010) recent analysis of the effects of civil service overhaul, contracting out, and 
managing-for-results on employee satisfaction is a good example of how organizational characteristics and change could 
be tied to employee attitudes and motivation. Intrinsic motivation is positively associated with employee satisfaction, 
whereas it is negatively related to intent to leave. Retention is also influenced by many factors other than motivation 
alone. For instance, if a person is intrinsically motivated, it does not guarantee that, that particular person will stay with 
the organization. One can be motivated by the work environment and not motivated by factors which might lead him to 
leave the organization.  
 
5. Conclusion  
 
The study sought to investigate the relationship between intrinsic motivation and job involvement, on the one hand and 
employee retention, on the other. This research adds empirical evidence for the importance of an intrinsically motivated 
and engaged workforce. Intrinsic motivation is positively associated with job involvement, whereas it is negatively related 
to intent to quit. This means that a happy motivated and engaged workforce is the only key to employee’s decision to 
either stay or leave the organization. The results also indicated that intrinsic motivation is the strongest predictor of 
employee retention, followed by job involvement. More important, regarding job involvement, it interacts with intrinsic 
motivation in a way that produces salutary results for organizations. The main practical implication of this study mainly 
relate to employee retention or prevention of a high rate of labour turnover. To succeed in its mission, every company 
must be able to retain its key employees. Committed, motivated and involved employees are likely to be strongly 
associated with employee retention. To curb the high rate of employee turnover in government departments may 
therefore necessitate strategies to increase employee’s intrinsic motivation, and therefore retention, companies must 
promote job involvement. According to Maslow’ Hierarchy of Needs Theory, such a strategy may imply the need to 
provide for the satisfaction of the employee’s lower-order needs.  

It is, however, also important to note some of the limitations of this study. The sample used for this study was from 
only few selected government departments in the Eastern Cape Province. Therefore it may not be quite justifiable to 
generalize the findings to other provincial government departments in the entire country. Only self-administered 
questionnaires were used to gather data. This raises the possibility of common method variance. Future researchers 
should focus on the above limitations of this study and thus improve the generalisability of the study. It is important that 
some future studies should use qualitative rather than quantitative methodologies like this study. This will ensure 
triangulation of research results. Future research should also incorporate an investigation to determine the effect of 
demographic variables on employee retention in order to predict turnover tendencies among various groups. 
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