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Encouraging employees’ innovative behavior via the mediating 
effect of work engagement and the moderating effect of their 
proactive personality: the case of Generation Z in Vietnam

Minh Tan Nguyena  and Pawinee Petchsawangb

aSchool of Business, International University, Vietnam National University, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam; bSchool of Human 
Resource Development, National Institute of Development Administration, Bangkok, Thailand

ABSTRACT
In the 21st century, employers must prepare for the deployment of Generation Z in the 
workforce.  There is little understanding of Gen Z’s work behavior such as employee 
engagement and innovative behavior. This research aims to identify determinants that 
influence Gen Z’s innovative behavior via the mediating effect of employee engagement 
and the moderating effect of proactive personality. The quantitative method was 
employed with a sample size of 352 Gen Z employees in Vietnam. The data were 
analyzed with SPSS and AMOS, and structural equation modeling was conducted to 
test the hypotheses. The results confirmed that transformational leadership, learning 
climate, trust, self-efficacy, job insecurity and time pressure affect Gen Z’s work 
engagement and work engagement mediates the relationship between these 
determinants and innovative behavior. Proactive personality moderates the relationship 
between employee engagement and innovative behavior. The findings extend the 
understanding of the refined job demands-resources theory and enhance the current 
knowledge of Gen Z’s engagement and innovative behavior.

1.  Research background

In the 21st century, technology has changed rapidly and strongly influenced human life. Individuals born 
in various eras now have personalities, worldviews and values that differ from those born earlier. Political, 
cultural and economic alterations have a substantial effect on the ways individuals understand the world 
and how they ought to act (Berkup, 2014). Acknowledging these differences, employers must prepare for 
the arrival of Generation Z, born between 1997 and 2013 (Dimock, 2019). According to Lu and Miller 
(2018), Gen Z comprises 32% of the world’s population. This new cohort is still a subject that has not 
received as much attention as Gen Y, which has been the focus of extensive study (Haddouche & 
Salomone, 2018). Nowadays, managers must be able to manage young and inexperienced employees and 
the generational traits that have been influenced by their personal experiences (Schroth, 2019). Researchers 
have emphasized the significance of better understanding Gen Z workers and have called for new tech-
niques and strategies to increase knowledge of generational differences in the workplace (Goh & Okumus, 
2020). Therefore, it is crucial to pinpoint the elements influencing Gen Z’s work engagement so businesses 
can take appropriate action to retain them and their precious skills (Lee et  al., 2021). Kahn (1990) defined 
personal engagement as ‘the harnessing of organizational members’ selves to their work roles; in engage-
ment, people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role perfor-
mances’ (p. 694). In his work, personal engagement was defined as behaviors by which people bring their 
selves to work role performances. Factors influencing employee engagement have been explored in 
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plenty of research, underpinned by the theoretical support of the job demands-resources model (JD-R) 
(Bakker et  al., 2007). Based on the JD-R model, dynamic interactions between various job demands and 
job resources that influence employee engagement have been studied (Bakker et  al. 2003). Job resources 
can be identified as leadership styles, job autonomy, organizational policies and culture toward work-life 
balance or development opportunities, while several job demands can be named as job insecurity or time 
pressure (Kwon & Kim, 2020). Meanwhile, numerous studies consistently confirm the positive relationship 
between employee engagement and other organizational outcomes such as job satisfaction, commitment 
and organizational financial performance (Bailey et  al., 2017; Barrick et  al., 2015; Musgrove et  al., 2014; 
Saks, 2019).

To remain productive and make a profit, organizations must be able to understand and maintain 
their valued employees. It is essential to retain these individuals while managing the outstanding 
abilities of Gen Z. Dolot (2018) stated that Generation Z is expected to switch jobs frequently, but 
39% of them would remain for an employer for an extended time if the work were attractive. A strat-
egy for keeping employees in the business is to encourage employee engagement (Larasati & Hasanati, 
2019). Organizations utilizing engaged workers had 6% higher net profit margins than companies 
with disengaged employees (Kruse, 2012). Furthermore, to obtain a competitive advantage, employ-
ees must innovate processes, methods and procedures (Shalley et  al., 2004). Ployhart (2015) argued 
that employee innovation is essential for increasing the company’s competitiveness and ensuring its 
survival. Many researchers in this area have provided evidence that employees must exhibit innova-
tive behavior for the organization to perform better (Sameer, 2018; Turek & Wojtczuk-Turek, 2017). 
According to Bakker and Demerouti (2007), work-related well-being encourages employee innovation. 
Innovative employee behaviors (eg generating, recognizing and carrying out novel ideas for products 
and work practices) are essential to an organization’s success in a fast-paced market (Kanter, 1983; 
West & Farr, 1990). Typical indicators of innovative behavior involve investigating cutting-edge tech-
nologies, suggesting solutions to problems, instituting innovative practices and researching and 
securing funds for novel and beneficial ideas (Yuan & Woodman, 2010). Although numerous studies 
examine how autonomy, work-life balance and effective leadership relate to employee engagement, 
few studies focused on Gen Z (Lee et  al., 2021). Much earlier research on Gen Z was conducted 
mostly in the United States, which could lead to a biased perception of this generation while visions, 
preferences and characteristics of Gen Z vary by region (Scholz, 2019) or by their work contexts 
(Leslie et  al., 2021). There is also minimal understanding of how to promote innovative behavior by 
engaging Gen Z at work. In addition, little is known about the effect of Gen Z’s proactive personality 
on their engagement and innovative behavior. Therefore, this research is threefold: (1) to explore 
determinants of innovative behavior via the mediating effect of employee engagement; (2) to provide 
empirical evidence for the refined job demand-resources model when being applied to Gen Z in 
Vietnam; (3) to test the moderating role of proactive personality for knowledge enhancement in 
behavioral studies.

To address the above concerns, this study aims to answer the following questions:

•	 Which factors affect innovative behavior through employee engagement of Gen Z employees in 
Vietnam?

•	 Does the proactive personality of Gen Z moderate the relationship between employee engagement 
and innovative work behavior?

2.  Literature review

2.1.  Theoretical background

2.1.1.  The job demands-resources (JD-R) framework
The job demands and resources (JD-R) model classifies the features of workplaces into two broad cat-
egories: job demands and job resources (Demerouti et  al., 2001). Depending on the research context, 
each category includes a variety of particular demands and resources. Job demands refer to those 



Cogent Business & Management 3

aspects of a job that are physically exhausting, socially engaging, as well as organizationally demanding 
and that cause physiological or psychological expenses as a result of the continuous physical and/or 
mental exertion necessary. On the other hand, job resources are characteristics associated with a career 
that positively influence a staff member’s performance at work, both mentally and physically and even 
their growth and learning (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). The social, physical and administrative compo-
nents of a job are considered resources if they aid in achieving work-related goals, reduce physical and 
mental distress caused by job demands and foster personal growth and development. Reducing 
job-related demands helps personnel concentrate on their work and minimizes ineffective moments, 
whereas enhancing job resources supports conserving power and maintaining employee engagement 
(Hakanen & Roodt, 2010). When sufficient job resources can be accessed, they can ensure a high 
engagement level and eventual positive outcomes by buffering the adverse impact of demands (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2007). Self-efficacy, faith, optimism and perseverance are several personal resources that 
serve as psychological assets to prevent burnout (Sweetman & Luthans, 2010). Moreover, unless they 
are excessive, job demands may not inherently be a problem because engagement involves a 
feelings-based conflict in the case of who feels uneasy with requirements but is motivated to meet 
them (Fong, 2006). Alternatively, having manageable quantities of tasks promotes job-related inspira-
tion, as well as overcoming difficulties tends to promote a deeper understanding of purpose within the 
workplace (Tims et  al., 2012).

2.1.2.  The refined JD-R model
Kwon and Kim (2020) have recently explored the JD-R framework, providing an in-depth explanation of 
how job demands and job resources influence innovative behavior via the mediating effect of employee 
engagement. According to their arguments, job resources can be categorized as belonging to the organi-
zation (organizational procedures and the society), the team (leadership designs and workplace network), 
or a single person (a person’s resources as well as job features). In contrast, work-related demands are 
usually associated with stress and are frequently a barrier. While some demands are considered as having 
the potential to improve expertise, career development and future growth, others are seen as impeding 
achieving objectives, workplace wellness and work-life balance. Whereas challenge demands might spark 
a positive drive, hindrance demands cause emotional suffering (Rich et al., 2010; van Woerkom et al., 2016). 
Depending on a person’s coping style and the buffering impact of available resources, prospective nega-
tive effects of job demands can get mitigated and possibly transformed into beneficial forces, according 
to Kwon and Kim (2020). The refined JD-R model serves as the main theoretical foundation upon which 
the authors build the research model explaining how employee engagement affects innovative behaviors 
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. T he refined JD-R framework.
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2.1.3.  Generation Z
Generation Z is defined as those who were born between 1996 and onwards (Dimock, 2019; Francis & 
Hoefel, 2018). Different generations behave differently according to their different personalities and behav-
iors such as work-life balance, work values, career patterns, leadership preferences and work meaningful-
ness (Brunetto et  al., 2012; Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Weeks & Schaffert, 2019). Seemiller and Grace (2019) 
found that Gen Z’s unique characteristics are affected by numerous factors such as political, technological 
development, social and economic situations. Gen Z’s expectations of diversity and personal values are 
more demanding than their predecessors (Francis & Hoefel, 2018; Gomez et  al., 2018). They value happi-
ness, financial security, relationships and meaningful work (Flippin, 2017; Seemiller & Grace, 2019). Hoole 
and Bonnema (2015) claimed that there is no one-size-fits-all engagement strategy for all generations. 
Understanding past workplace behavior might not work best for Gen Z (Maloni et  al., 2019). Because the 
literature on Gen Z’s work behavior is still minimal, this investigation can fill in that gap by broadening 
the understanding of employee engagement and innovative behavior from the perspective of Gen Z.

2.2.  Hypothesis development

2.2.1.  Transformational leadership and employee engagement
According to Zhu et  al. (2009), leaders are more likely to inspire strong leader-follower relationships 
when they show real attention and consideration for each follower. This enhances the followers’ sense of 
being part of the organization. This reciprocation may manifest in positive behaviors, including work 
engagement (Saks, 2006). So far, it has been stated that supervisors’ actions with individualized regard 
improve the characteristics of employee engagement at work. Intellectually fascinating supervisors pro-
mote an enjoyable working environment, resulting in a sense of work engagement (Avolio & Bass, 2002).

Transformational leadership can promote employees’ perceptions of their supervisors’ support. 
Individualized consideration may boost members’ readiness to show themselves completely in the work-
place (being fully engaged at work) by fostering a sense of psychological safety (Liaw et  al., 2010). 
Furthermore, managers may offer sufficient physical, emotional and psychological resources for team 
members to experiment with novel approaches to problems related to the job. This may increase the 
psychological connectivity of members and their job engagement (Bass & Bass Bernard, 1985; House & 
Shamir, 1993). Gen Z is self-reliant but still needs guidance and frequent feedback (Stillman & Stillman, 
2017). Dwidienawati and Gandasari (2018) claimed that Gen Z expects superiors whom they respect to 
work effectively. However, they do not like micromanagement (Dwidienawati & Syahchari, 2021). 
Transformational leadership becomes appropriate because this style provides strong leader-follower con-
nectedness and commitment through leaders’ trust in followers and the role model in innovation. Nikolic 
(2022) argued that transformational leadership has a positive impact on Gen Z so that they are more 
committed, creative and innovative. Based on the aforementioned literature, the following hypothesis 
can be formulated:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Transformational leadership positively affects Gen Z’s employee engagement.

2.2.2.  Learning climate and employee engagement
Workplace resources as well as encouragement have a significant effect on work engagement (Saks, 2006). 
The American Society for Training and Development found that an encouraging atmosphere for learning, 
exceptional instruction, assistance for supervisors and managers to enhance their training, resource allo-
cation and interpersonal-relationship management skills are crucial for increasing employee engagement. 
Both Tseng (2011) and Atak (2011) claimed that acquiring organizational culture has a positive effect on 
employees’ commitment to the organization. Studies from Nimon et  al. (2011), following Sonnentag 
(2003), pointed out that engaged employees exhibit more proactive behaviors and personal efforts.

Eldor and Harpaz (2016) discovered that an atmosphere of work engagement is likely linked to the 
learning environment. Additionally, the learning environment fosters a sense of fulfillment among the 
staff by offering more chances to challenge, responsibilities and control. Employees who believe their 
organizations provide them opportunities to achieve their professional goals and personal growth tend 
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to engage more in all workplace activities (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Gen Z tends to look for instant 
success and requires organizations to provide them with personal development (Dwidienawati & 
Gandasari, 2018). Additionally, they want to get jobs that develop their skills (Nikolic, 2022). Based on 
these findings, the following hypothesis can be established:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): Learning climate positively affects Gen Z’s employee engagement.

2.2.3.  Trust and employee engagement
Numerous studies have supported the positive relationship between trust and employee engagement 
(A. Chughtai et  al., 2015; A. A. Chughtai & Buckley, 2013). Heyns and Rothmann (2018) found that 
leaders can encourage employee engagement by fostering trust. According to Kaltiainen et  al. (2018), 
trustworthiness may boost engagement at work, especially in the context of forthcoming changes. 
Employees feel more confident in the organization’s ability to continue making a profit when they 
see that the top management possesses solid knowledge and capacity to boost the company’s devel-
opment as well as efficiency through arriving at wise decisions and acting in a truthful and forthright 
way (Spreitzer & Mishra, 2002). In this circumstance, workers have to focus on their duties rather than 
other concerns, including the future of their place of employment (Mayer & Gavin, 2005). Because 
Gen Z is independent and entrepreneurial, superiors who know how to give them trust can empower 
Gen Z workers and stimulate creativity. Gen Z appreciates happiness, relationships and meaningful 
work (Flippin, 2017; Seemiller & Grace, 2019), so perceived trust in the workplace can contribute to 
Gen Z’s engagement and performance. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Trust positively affects Gen Z’s employee engagement.

2.2.4.  Self-efficacy and employee engagement
Individuals with substantial degrees of self-efficacy tend to remain engaged in their job and expend 
greater effort to complete them (Bandura, 1977). Moreover, self-efficacy can potentially increase 
intrinsic motivation in a previously unsuccessful endeavor (Bandura, 1977; Wood & Bandura, 1989). 
Self-efficacy influences an individual’s choice to continue working on a task despite obstacles or dif-
ficulties. Individuals possessing optimism about their abilities are more likely to take the initiative and 
persist. Sweetman and Luthans (2010) proposed that self-efficacy could determine how employees 
engaged in their jobs. People who exhibit a significant degree of self-efficacy are more likely to par-
ticipate in their work, and overcome obstacles independently (Michael et  al., 2011). Del Líbano et  al. 
(2012) affirmed a positive correlation between self-efficacy and work engagement. Concerned with 
intrinsic values, Gen Z is highly motivated if they can apply relevant skills to their jobs (Patel, 2017). 
Self-efficacy would have a substantial role in building Gen Z’s work engagement. Based on these 
findings, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Self-efficacy positively affects Gen Z’s employee engagement.

2.2.5.  Job insecurity and employee engagement
When employees are concerned about the future of their employment, those with job insecurity find it 
difficult to fully engage at work. They will experience fewer beneficial outcomes (Wiesenfeld et  al., 2001) 
and tend to be more anxious, angry and frustrated (Kiefer, 2005). Demerouti et  al. (2001) consider job 
demands as job aspects causing strain while Jiang (2017, p. 256) defines job insecurity as ‘the perception 
that the future of one’s job is unstable or at risk’. Job insecurity, role ambiguity, or interpersonal conflict 
refer to a few hindrance demands that might adversely impact employees’ achievements and well-being 
(Cavanaugh et  al., 2000). Mauno et  al. (2007) revealed that job insecurity has an adverse result on all 
aspects of work engagement. Job insecurity was also identified as one of the most widespread sources 
of workplace stress. It has been associated with lower levels of satisfaction with work, loyalty to the 
company, engagement at work, belief in the business and overall health (Cheng & Chan, 2008; Sverke 
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et  al., 2002). Numerous research found a correlation between a high level of job insecurity with fewer 
hours of effort and a smaller degree of workplace engagement (Greenhalgh, 1983; Greenhalgh & 
Rosenblatt, 1984; Greenhalgh & Sutton, 1991). More recent studies also confirm the negative association 
between job insecurity and work engagement (Asfaw & Chang, 2019; Guo et  al., 2021; Karatepe et  al., 
2020; Shin et  al., 2020; H.-J. Wang et  al., 2015). Patel (2017) reported that Gen Z is highly concerned with 
employment security. Known as a cohort with a more entrepreneurial mindset than their predecessors, 
Gen Z also values stability as well (Annis, 2017). Organizations that can provide Gen Z employees job 
security have an advantage in attracting this cohort. On the other hand, job insecurity – typically known 
as a job challenge can adversely affect Gen Z’s work engagement. Based on the aforementioned discus-
sion, the following hypothesis is presented:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Job insecurity negatively affects Gen Z’s employee engagement.

2.2.6.  Time pressure and employee engagement
People can manage certain levels of time pressure, as demonstrated in previous studies, which may drive 
individuals to put forth greater dedication while participating in enhancing their level of involvement at 
work (LePine et  al., 2005; Reis et  al., 2017; Schmitt et  al., 2015). In contrast to hindrance demands that could 
lower motivation and efforts, challenge demands including time urgency are believed to have positive asso-
ciations with motivation and valued outcomes (Lepine et  al., 2005; van Woerkom et  al., 2016). Rich et  al. 
(2010) found that challenge demands positively relate to employee engagement. According to Kühnel et  al. 
(2012), when employees have greater control over their work, ‘stress’ brought on by the day’s particular time 
pressure can be turned into motivating energy, which should then express itself in increased work engage-
ment. Furthermore, time pressure is favorably related to work engagement because individuals see a positive 
relationship between their efforts and the possibility of effectively meeting this demand, leading to emotions 
of personal accomplishment. Born in the era of hi-tech development, Gen Z is familiar with multi-tasking by 
adopting technology and electronic devices in their jobs. Internet skills help Gen Z find solutions to their 
problems with ease (Nikolic, 2022). Time pressure, which is usually considered a job challenge can motivate 
Gen Z to exert their technology skills to achieve expected outcomes. Thus, time pressure can play a role in 
satisfying Gen Z and promoting their engagement. The following hypothesis can be established:

Hypothesis 6 (H6): Time pressure positively affects Gen Z’s employee engagement.

2.2.7.  Employee engagement and innovative behavior
Huhtala and Parzefall (2007) proposed that job-related happiness, including work engagement, 
improves worker innovation. Because it increases individual independent thinking (ie proactively 
involved, work behaviors oriented to approach), engagement can foster innovation (Frese & Fay, 2001; 
W. Kim et  al., 2013; Shuck et  al., 2017). According to Hakanen et  al. (2008), job engagement, personal 
initiative and workplace-unit innovativeness have positive reciprocal advantages. Engaged employees 
perform at their highest potential while adopting an inventive problem-solving method. Individuals 
engaged in their work have a positive feeling (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008), which permits them to 
study, assimilate and apply new knowledge and experiences (Fredrickson, 2001). According to Isen 
(2001), beneficial impact fosters problem-solving, flexibility and inventiveness. People with positive 
affect possess an ability to perceive and activity, as well as more enthusiasm for engagement. S. Kim 
and Koo (2017) confirm that employee engagement can be used to predict innovative behavior for 
hotel employees. Work engagement is also found as a motivational mechanism for innovative behavior 
(Ali et  al., 2022; Wu & Wu, 2019). Additionally, Edelbroek et  al. (2019) confirmed that employee engage-
ment partly mediated the relationship between transformational leadership and innovation. Kwon and 
Kim (2020) proposed the mediating role of employee engagement in the relationships between vari-
ous job demands, job resources and innovative behavior through the lens of the JD-R model. In their 
study, numerous job demands and job resources are identified such as transformational leadership, 
learning climate, trust, self-efficacy, job insecurity, time pressure, etc. However, they suggested that 
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their refined conceptual framework needs more empirical evidence. Based on the aforementioned dis-
cussion, the following hypotheses are presented:

Hypothesis 7 (H7): Employee engagement positively influences Gen Z’s innovative behavior

Hypothesis 8 (H8): Employee engagement mediates the relationships of transformational leadership, learning 
climate, trust, self-efficacy, job insecurity and time pressure on Gen Z’s innovative behavior.

2.2.8.  Proactive personality and the relationship between employee engagement and  
innovative behavior
People with strong proactive personalities are frequently described as having high levels of self-assurance, 
optimism, fulfillment and optimism, as well as a small amount of anxiety, desperation, fear, as well as other 
negative affective components (Li et  al., 2017; Seibert et  al., 1999; Thomas et  al., 2010; Tolentino et  al., 
2014). They usually experience more positive feelings than those with fewer proactive characters (Randolph 
& Dahling, 2013). Highly proactive people are more inclined to engage in concept production, distribution 
and execution because they constantly seek ways to improve their existing conditions (Crant, 2000; Li et  al., 
2017). Furthermore, proactive people usually build social networks and stay current on professional advances, 
both related to innovative thinking (T. Y. Kim et  al., 2010; Thompson, 2005). Gen Z is perceived as having 
an entrepreneurial mindset, even more entrepreneurial than Gen Y (Lanier, 2017;  Magano et al., 2020). They 
do not hesitate to switch jobs or change anything if they don’t like it (Csiszárik-Kocsír & Garia-Fodor, 2018). 
It reflects their proactive personality in making important decisions. Employees can cope with job chal-
lenges by adopting their proactivity (Eldor, 2017) or sharing knowledge and feedback with others (S. Wang 
& Noe, 2010). They can adapt to changes, solve complicated problems and achieve innovation (Kwon & Kim, 
2020). When combined with their proactive personality, it is expected to see an increase in the effect of 
Gen Z’s engagement on their innovative behavior. In other words, when employee engagement is com-
bined with a greater proactive personality, the relationship between employee engagement and innovative 
behavior is enhanced. Based on the aforementioned discussion, the next hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 9 (H9): Proactive personality moderates the relationship between employee engagement and inno-
vative behavior.

The research model is presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2. T he proposed research model.
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3.  Research method

3.1.  Data collection and sampling

The quantitative method was employed to test variables affecting innovative behavior through the medi-
ating effect of employee engagement and the moderating effect of proactive personality. The target pop-
ulation consists of Vietnamese employees who were born between 1997 and 2001. Non-probability 
sampling was applied with homogenous convenience sampling and snowball technique to reach the tar-
get population due to the advantages of low cost, accessibility and efficiency (Etikan, 2016; Stratton, 2021). 
The homogenous sampling was employed because only Gen Z employees were approached in this 
research, and this sampling method is more confident concerning generalizability than the conventional 
convenience sampling (Jager et  al., 2017). A pilot test with 30 participants who share the same character-
istics as the target population was conducted to identify any weaknesses in the questionnaire, checking 
for sentence and word use and thus improving the construct validity (Colton & Covert, 2007; Shadish et  al., 
2001). The survey was created using Google Forms and sent to potential participants via online channels 
such as emails, Messengers and Zalo – a free and popular over-the-top (OTT) application in Vietnam. Data 
collection conducted at different times (from April to June 2023) and from different participants in various 
businesses also helps minimize common method bias. To approach the target applicants, the researchers 
asked for and received permission from HR professionals to share the survey link with different organiza-
tions. The online form allowed receivers to do the survey with their consent and they can stop at any time. 
Participants were eligible to continue the survey only when they identified their birth year from 1997 and 
onwards, ensuring that only Gen Z employees were involved in this research. In addition, all sensitive 
information such as respondents’ names, departments and organizations is anonymous to encourage the 
participants’ valid answers and in turn, prevent the study from common method bias  (Kock et al., 2021).

There are 352 valid responses among 377 received forms via online channels. Among them, there 
were 150 males (42.6%), 200 females (56.8%) and 2 people (0.6%) preferred not to identify their gender. 
Figure 3 presents the proportions of participants’ occupations.

The proportion of respondents working in marketing accounts for the highest percentage with 32.1%, 
followed by business (16.28%) and administration (9.94%). Employees working in information technology 
and human resources comprised a proportion of 7.67% and 5.97% respectively. Production, accounting 
and logistics were industries constituting the smaller contributions while up to 19.03% of participants 

Figure 3. T he percentage of respondents’ occupation.
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selected ‘other occupations’ such as sales staff in retail stores or customer service staff in hospitality, etc. 
This sample reflects a homogeneity when all participants work as knowledge workers.

SPSS 24 and AMOS 20 were used to analyze the data. The reliability of the measurement scales was 
tested using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, followed by composite reliability (CR) and average variance 
extracted (AVE) to test the convergent and discriminant validity. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was 
conducted to test how well the hypotheses fit the sample data. Finally, we employed structural equation 
modeling (SEM) to verify the hypotheses. The moderating effect of proactivity personality was confirmed 
with the Bootstrapping technique using macro PROCESS in SPSS.

3.2.  Measurement of variables

The operationalization of the variables was designed with 69 measurement items, using the five-point 
Likert scale (from 1 – strong disagreement to 5 – strong agreement). The research constructs were 
adapted from previous studies. For example, employee engagement was measured with 9 items using 
the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) developed by Schaufeli et  al. (2006). Innovative behavior 
was measured with 9 items developed by Janssen (2000), and proactivity personality was measured by 
10 indicators (Seibert et  al., 1999). Appendix A presents the full measurement items of the study. To 
indicate good reliability values, Cronbach’s alpha of each variable should be greater than 0.7 and the 
variance extract greater than 0.5 (Hair et  al., 2010).

After two rounds of reliability test conducted by SPSS, all items of transformational leadership (TL), learn-
ing climate (LC), trust (T) and time pressure (TP) and the corresponding Cronbach’s alpha satisfied the 
requirements (Cronbach’s alpha is greater than 0.7 and the Corrected Item-Total Correlation value is greater 
than 0.3). However, 3 items of Self-Efficacy (SE) should be removed to increase the reliability of the measure-
ment (SE7, SE8, SE10). In a similar vein, 2 items of Job Insecurity (JI 2 and JI5), 1 item of Employee Engagement 
(EE1), 1 item of Innovative Behavior (IB2) and 3 items of Proactivity Personality (PP2, PP3 and PP1) were 
excluded because the Corrected Item-Total Correlation values of these indicators were lower than 0.3. Table 
1 summarizes the remaining number of items, the construct reliability and the sources of measurement.

3.3.  Data analysis

3.3.1.  Convergent and discriminant validity test
Hair et al. (2010) proposed that the composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted (AVE) should 
be analyzed to check the convergent and discriminant validity. All composite reliability values were 
greater than 0.7 and the AVE was higher than 0.5, demonstrating that all scales converge. In addition, 
the square root of AVE was also higher than the correlations for latent variables. Table 2 shows that the 
requirements for convergent and discriminant validity were satisfied.

3.3.2.  Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)
Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is a statistical method used in structural equation modeling (SEM). The 
structural model analysis indicated that the criteria for the goodness of fit index were met. Generally, GFI 
is good when its value is greater than 0.9 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). However, in exploratory studies, GFI that 
is greater than 0.8 is also acceptable (Baumgartner & Homburg, 1996; Doll et  al., 1994). Based on the 

Table 1.  List of measurement scale.
Factor Number of items Cronbach’s alpha Author(s)

Transformational leadership (TL) 5 0.835 Avolio and Bass (2002)
Learning climate (LC) 7 0.858 Marsick and Watkins (2003)
Trust (T) 5 0.853 Yang and Mossholder (2010)
Self-efficacy (SE) 7 0.862 Schwarzer et  al. (1997)
Job insecurity (JI) 7 0.878 Borg and Elizur (1992)
Time pressure (TP) 5 0.854 Putrevu and Ratchford (1997)
Proactivity personality (PP) 7 0.885 Seibert et  al. (1999)
Employee engagement (EE) 8 0.891 Schaufeli et  al. (2006)
Innovative behavior (IB) 8 0.915 Janssen (2000)
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result, this research model fits the data and will be used for further analysis. The result is presented in 
Figure 4 as the following:

3.3.3.  Hypothesis testing and results
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was used to test the research hypotheses. The relationships of all 
variables and regression weights are presented in Figure 5. Table 3 displays the p-values of the hypoth-
eses which are lower than 0.05. These findings indicate that transformational leadership, trust, self-efficacy, 
learning climate, time pressure and job insecurity relate to employee engagement and employee engage-
ment influences innovative behavior.

To investigate the impact of the independent factors on employee engagement and innovative behav-
ior, we use the standardized regression weights as shown in Table 4.

According to Table 4, among six factors affecting employee engagement, transformational leadership 
accounted for the highest contribution, followed by learning climate, trust, self-efficacy, time pressure 
and job insecurity. Table 5 presents the R-squared values of employee engagement (0.499) and innova-
tive behavior (0.360). It means that transformational leadership, learning climate, self-efficacy, trust, time 
pressure and job insecurity account for approximately 50% of the variance of employee engagement. 
Besides, all independent variables and employee engagement explain 36% of the variance of innovative 
behavior. Based on the aforementioned findings, we can conclude that employee engagement mediates 
the relationship between transformational leadership, learning climate, trust, self-efficacy, time pressure, 
job insecurity and innovative behavior.

3.3.4.  Testing the moderating effect of proactivity personality
To test the moderator role of proactivity personality (H9), we used the macro PROCESS in SPSS to per-
form the bootstrapping technique with 5000 samples. Table 6 summarizes the results as below.

The p value of the variable Int_1 (F_EE x F_PP) is less than .05, confirming that proactivity personality 
moderates the impact of employee engagement on innovative behavior. The coefficient of 0.359 demon-
strates that a higher level of proactive personality will result in a greater effect of employee engagement 
on innovative behavior. Therefore, H8 is supported.

4.  Discussion

Based on the data analysis, several interpretations can be presented as follows. Firstly, all job-resource 
factors and job-demand factors proposed in the hypotheses relate to Gen Z’s work engagement and 
employee engagement positively relates to innovative behavior. Among six determinants of Gen Z’s 
engagement, transformational leadership has the highest positive effect, followed by learning climate, 
trust and self-efficacy. These results align with previous studies on how employee engagement contrib-
utes to innovative behavior (Al-Hawari et  al., 2019; S. Kim & Koo, 2017; Wu & Wu, 2019). It can be said 
that Gen Z employees who highly engage in their work are more likely to express innovative behavior. 
As a result, organizations can predict Gen Z’s innovative behavior through engagement policies that 

Table 2.  Discriminant validity test with Fornell-Larcker (1981)’s criterion.
CR AVE MSV MaxR(H) IB EE PP JI SE LC TP T TL

IB 0.916 0.576 0.305 0.918 0.759
EE 0.892 0.509 0.273 0.894 0.352*** 0.714
PP 0.887 0.531 0.305 0.899 0.552*** 0.327*** 0.729
JI 0.880 0.512 0.029 0.882 0.166** 0.026 0.103† 0.716
SE 0.864 0.516 0.137 0.870 0.254*** 0.371*** 0.233*** 0.154* 0.718
LC 0.859 0.504 0.218 0.860 0.291*** 0.467*** 0.179** 0.080 0.178** 0.710
TP 0.857 0.548 0.030 0.867 0.130* 0.173** 0.160** 0.112† 0.084 −0.045 0.741
T 0.854 0.540 0.192 0.860 0.190** 0.438*** 0.172** 0.171** 0.228*** 0.345*** −0.031 0.735
TL 0.836 0.506 0.273 0.841 0.116† 0.522*** 0.125* 0.106† 0.215*** 0.348*** 0.086 0.276*** 0.712
Table 2 presents the results of the discriminant validity test using the Fornell-Larcker criterion, the boldface figures mean that the square 

root of each construct’s AVE is greater than the correlations with other latent constructs. This table has no significance (p-value) such as 
0.001, 0.01, etc.
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encourage the exhibition of transformational leadership, promote a learning climate for employees’ 
growth, build mutual trust, foster self-efficacy, assign task forces with adequate time pressure and guar-
antee job security.

Secondly, between the two job-demand factors, time pressure positively relates to Gen Z’s engagement 
while job insecurity is negatively associated with it. These findings are consistent with previous research. 
Employees exhibit greater devotion when they are aware of time pressure (LePine et  al., 2005; Reis et  al., 
2017; Schmitt et  al., 2015). At a certain level, time pressure enables employees to stay focused and get 
their job done. Stress brought by particular time pressure can become a motivating source, increasing 
work engagement (Kühnel et  al., 2012). Meanwhile, job insecurity negatively affects Gen Z’s engagement 
and innovative behavior. Regarding job insecurity, some scholars argued that employees who are con-
cerned about their employment cannot be fully engaged at work (Kiefer, 2005; Wiesenfeld et  al., 2001). 
Gen Z is known as the cohort that is highly concerned with employment security and seeks stability 

Figure 4. T est of the model fit.
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(Annis, 2017; Patel, 2017). Thus, our result indicates that job insecurity will negatively influence employee 
engagement, which is consistent with the existing literature (Cheng & Chan, 2008; Mauno et  al., 2007; 
Sverke et  al., 2002).

Finally, the result confirms that proactive personality moderates the relationship between employee 
engagement and innovative behavior. This finding is consistent with the extant literature in which highly 

Table 4. S tandardized regression weights.
Estimate

EE <--- JI −0.115
EE <--- SE 0.211
EE <--- LC 0.259
EE <--- TP 0.164
EE <--- T 0.241
EE <--- TL 0.317
IB <--- EE 0.232

Table 5. S quared multiple correlations.
Estimate

EE 0.499
IB 0.360

Table 3.  Regression results.
Estimate p Values

EE <--- TL 0.272 ***
EE <--- LC 0.210 ***
EE <--- T 0.180 ***
EE <--- SE 0.176 ***
EE <--- JI −0.096 .018**
EE <--- TP 0.122 ***
IB <--- EE 0.232 ***

***p < .001; **p < .05.

Figure 5. S tructural equation modeling.
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proactive individuals are more inclined to engage in concept production, distribution and execution 
because they constantly seek ways to improve their existing conditions (Crant, 2000; Li et  al., 2017; 
Tolentino et  al., 2014). T. Y. Kim et  al. (2010) and Thompson (2005) also stated that proactive people usu-
ally build social networks and stay current on professional advances, both related to work engagement 
and innovative thinking. As seen in Gen Z, the cohort who is spontaneous, creative and motivated, pro-
active personality is more emerging (Flippin, 2017; Seemiller & Grace, 2019). Consequently, it is expected 
that engaged employees will be more likely to exhibit innovative behavior if they are proactive individuals.

5.  Research contribution and managerial implication

Our study contributed some benefits to the existing literature. Firstly, it provides the latest empirical 
evidence for the refined job demands-resources framework (Kwon & Kim, 2020). The JD-R model is one 
among a few core theories to explain employee engagement, its determinants and outcomes (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2007). In our work, the results confirmed that transformational leadership, learning climate, 
self-efficacy, trust, time pressure and job insecurity influence Gen Z’s work engagement, and Gen Z’s 
engagement positively relates to innovative behavior. Secondly, we propose and verify the moderating 
effect of Gen Z’s proactive personality on the relationship between employee engagement and innova-
tive behavior. Since Gen Z has different personality traits from other generations, taking this cohort’s 
unique characteristics into account can help scholars better predict Gen Z’s work behavior. Thirdly, the 
result enhanced the understanding of Generation Z across cultures by studying Generation Z in Vietnam 
– a developing country in Southeast Asia, filling the gap in the literature in which most studies on Gen 
Z were conducted in the United States (Scholz, 2019).

The findings indicated that employees demonstrate innovative behavior when they engage in their 
work. Practitioners may think of the design and implementation of HR policies that develop employee 
engagement and in turn encourage their employees’ innovative behavior. According to our findings, 
transformational leadership, learning climate and trust are among the top determinants of Gen Z’s work 
engagement. To foster Gen Z’s innovative behavior through their engagement, organizations should 
design and implement policies that support transformational leadership, develop employees’ self-efficacy 
and gain employees’ trust. Organizations’ leaders can help employees develop their strengths and artic-
ulate a compelling vision to stimulate employee engagement. In addition, receiving trust from the man-
agers and being confident in one’s ability will enable Gen Z to demonstrate creativity and act more 
innovative, resulting in better performance. Last but not least, the assurance of job security from employ-
ers will keep Gen Z engaged in their jobs and devoted to innovation.

6.  Limitations and suggestions for future research

Our study aims to identify the determinants of employee engagement and innovative behavior by adapt-
ing the refined JD-R model from Kwon and Kim (2020). Although 352 Vietnamese employees participated 
in the research, the results should not be applied to the entire Generation Z. In addition, since Gen Z 
has placed their very first steps to work, their experience of work engagement and innovative behavior 
will certainly evolve. Their understanding and answers to the core constructs in the research might 
change over time, depending on how much experience is accumulated. Future research should collect 

Table 6.  Results of moderating effect testing.
Model Coeff se t p LLCI ULCI

Constant 7.059 1.180 5.980 .000 4.737 9.381
F_EE −0.877 0.313 −2.802 .005 −1.493 −0.261
F_PP −1.348 0.307 −4.395 .000 −1.951 −0.744
Int_1 0.359 0.081 4.427 .000 0.199 0.519
Product terms key:
Int_1: F_EE x F_PP

Test(s) of highest order unconditional interaction(s):

R2-chng F df1 df2 p
X*W 0.043 19.598 1.000 326.000 .000



14 M. T. NGUYEN AND P. PETCHSAWANG

data from Gen Zers across countries and cultures to expand understanding of engagement theory on 
this generation.

Although our findings point out the greatest impact of transformational leadership on employee 
engagement, other leadership styles should be explored in the future to determine which one might 
work best with Gen Z. The current literature recognizes a positive relationship between ethical leadership 
and employee engagement (Alam et  al., 2021; Engelbrecht et  al., 2017), or the association between ser-
vant leadership and employee engagement (Canavesi & Minelli, 2022; Zeeshan et  al., 2021). Scholars also 
found that ethical leadership or servant leadership is positive for employees’ well-being and performance. 
For example, Ruiz-Palomino et  al. (2023) highlighted the role of ethical leadership on employee perfor-
mance. The frontline employees become more customer-oriented when they perceive ethical leadership 
exercised in the organizations. Ethical leadership also influences employees’ ethical behavior (Ruiz et  al., 
2011), which in turn yields ethical innovative behavior. Moreover, servant leadership can enhance the 
affective well-being of employees both directly and by elevating their personal growth (Jiménez-Estévez 
et  al., 2023), a condition that leads to employee engagement and innovation. Since the current under-
standing of Gen Z’s work behavior is still limited, we need more research to explore the mechanism of 
employee engagement and to foster Gen Z’s innovative behavior.
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Appendix A 

Table A1.  Measurement items for the survey.
Transformational leadership
  The leader helps me develop my strengths.
  The leader gets me to look at problems from many different angles.
  The leader articulates a compelling vision of the future for our team.
  The leader talks optimistically about the future of our team.
  The leader talks enthusiastically about what needs to be accomplished by our team.
Learning climate
  In my organization, people are rewarded for learning.
  In my organization, people spend time building trust with each other.
  In my organization, teams/groups revise their thinking as a result of group discussions or information collected.
  My organization makes its lessons learned available to all employees.
  My organization recognizes people for taking initiative.
  My organization works together with the outside community to meet mutual needs.
  In my organization, leaders continually look for opportunities to learn.
Trust
  I am confident that my supervisor will always care about my personal needs at work.

  If I shared my problems with my supervisor, I know (s)he would respond with care.
  I am confident that I could share my work difficulties with my supervisor.
  I am sure I could openly communicate my feelings to my supervisor.
  I feel secure with my supervisor because of his/her sincerity.
Self-efficacy
  I can always manage to solve difficult problems if I try hard enough. 
  If someone opposes me. I can find means and ways to get what I want. 
  It is easy for me to stick to my aims and accomplish my goals.
  I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected events. 
  Thanks to my resourcefulness, I know how to handle unforeseen situations. 
  I can solve most problems if I invest the necessary effort.
  I can remain calm when facing difficulties because I can rely on my coping abilities.
  When I am confronted with a problem, I can usually find several solutions.
  If I am in a bind, I can usually think of something to do.
  No matter what comes my way, I’m usually able to handle it. 
Job insecurity
  I am concerned about the possibility of being dismissed.
  The possibility of losing my job puts a lot of strain on me.
  I would feel stressed if I had to fight for my job.
  I believe that my job is secure.
  I believe that my career is secure.
  I clearly know my chances for advancement in the coming years.
  In my opinion, I will keep my job in the near future.
  In my opinion, I will be employed for a long time in my present job.
  I look forward with confidence to the introduction of new technologies.
Time pressure
  When working, I often feel heavy time pressure.
  When working, I often feel very busy.
  When working, I often have limited time.
  When working, I often feel in a hurry
  When working, I do not have enough time to complete what I should do.
Proactive personality
  I am constantly on the lookout for new ways to improve my life.
  Wherever I have been, I have been a powerful force for constructive change.
  Nothing is more exciting than seeing my ideas turn into reality.
  If I see something I don’t like, I fix it.
  No matter what the odds, if I believe in something I will make it happen.

(Continued)
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Transformational leadership
  I love being a champion for my ideas, even against others’ opposition.
  I excel at identifying opportunities.
  I am always looking for better ways to do things.
  If I believe in an idea, no obstacle will prevent me from making it happen. 
  I can spot a good opportunity long before others can.
Employee engagement
  At my 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 intensely.
  I am proud of the work that I do.
  I am immersed in my work.
  I get carried away when I am working.
Innovative behavior
  I create new ideas for improvements.
  I search out new working methods, techniques, or instruments.
  I generate original solutions for problems.
  I mobilize support for innovative ideas.
  I acquire approval for innovative ideas
  I make important organizational members enthusiastic for innovative ideas.
  I transform innovative ideas into useful applications
  I introduce innovative ideas into the work environment in a systematic way.
  I evaluate the utility of innovative ideas.

Table A1.  Continued.
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