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Purpose: This study attempted to study the dynamics between organisational
compassion and employee engagement during the COVID-19 lockdowns in Uganda
and Rwanda when workers were required to work from home and in Virtual work
environments.

Methodology/approach: The study adopted a quantitative research design. Data was
collected from a sample of staff in selected institutions of higher learning in Uganda
and Rwanda using an online questionnaire distributed both through social media and
email correspondence.

Findings: The findings indicated that organisational compassion was a significant
predictor of the vigour component of employee engagement compared to dedication
and absorption while working virtually. Moreover, for selected organisational
compassion dimensions of mindfulness and kindness, the supervisor's kindness
towards employees and employees’ mindfulness of self to others were strong
predictors of work engagement while working remotely.

Originality/value: While organisational compassion and employee engagement have
been studied in in-person settings, this paper attempted to explore these concepts in
virtual and remote workspaces with unique complexities.

Keywords: Employee Engagement; Organizational Compassion; Virtual work; Work
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1. Introduction

It is no doubt that virtual work environments have always been an alternative, especially in the
21% century and a fast-growing trend. However, their possibility was never considered
mainstream given the different intricacies that pertained to their management, such as
supervisory mechanisms. In a world where it is generally believed that physical presence is
synonymous with work productivity, the complexities of measuring work productivity, let
alone keeping employees engaged while working virtually, are now imminent. Even though
global financial pressures had pushed some organisations to consider virtual workspaces, it
wasn’t a reality that many saw coming to their doorsteps. The COVID-19 pandemic brought
the future of work right into the present, almost threatening to make it mainstream.

Apart from changing the way of life for people worldwide, it brought many economies and
companies to the brink of collapse. With social and work patterns disputed, companies and
organisations had to adjust their modus operandi quickly. Moreover, given the high risk of
infections and raising numbers of fatalities, isolation was paramount. Hence, many employers
were encouraged to prioritise the health and protection of their workers and families by
considering virtual work arrangements (International Labour Organisation [ILO], 2020).
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Virtual work arrangements became feasible with advancements in technology like the rise in
internet use (Chen, 2012; Powell et al., 2004). The internet and computer-driven technologies
enabled work management across time and space boundaries (Peters & Manz, 2007). These
telecommuting technologies have helped companies and organisations cut down on overhead
costs and improved employee productivity. A study by Okechukwu et al. (2017) on virtual
management and employee performance in selected e-businesses in Lagos State, Nigeria, found
that virtual communication and collaboration significantly affected employee effectiveness and
productivity, respectively. The increase in productivity and effectiveness was attributed to
increased self-esteem that arose out of increased trust felt by the employees from their
supervisors.

Despite the apparent advantage of virtual work arrangements, especially with the advent of
COVID-19, there are several challenges that workers/employees have to grapple with. First,
opponents of virtual work environments fault them for limited social interactions and
knowledge sharing, usually possible in close physical contact at a workplace. Besides, when
workers are isolated, the likelihood of stress is apparent, which may cause their productivity to
be deep (Schepp & Schepp, 1995).

The success of virtual workspaces is dependent on several factors, such as virtual collaboration.
Virtual collaboration demonstrated by a member of a virtual team ensures productive work and
drives engagement. The success of virtual teams is thus facilitated by good communication
skills, high emotional intelligence, ability to work independently and manage stressful
situations (Davies et al., 2011). Managing stressful situations requires more than empathy but
also understanding to win employee trust and enhance work engagement. While work
engagement has been explored in, in-person work setting, this study attempted to investigate
employee engagement in the virtual work setting and its interplay with organisational
compassion. The remainder of the paper is organised as follows: Section 2 describes the
conceptual and theoretical literature, Section 3 describes the research design, data collection
and data analysis methods applied, Section 4 presents the study findings, while Section 5 the
discussion and conclusion.

2. Conceptual and theoretical literature

Compassion is the willingness and desire to express kindness to others or being thoughtful and
aware of another’s experiences. While compassion is related and rooted in empathy, it requires
a more profound sense of understanding that involves seeing others as part of self and relating
to what they are experiencing at a much deeper level. Compassion could also be an interpersonal
process that involves noticing, feeling, sense-making, and acting in ways that alleviate the
suffering of another (Dutton et al., 2014); thus expressed in feelings of affection, care, and
tenderness towards subordinates or colleagues without the expectation for specific
organisational benefit (Eldor, 2018). Consequently, in an organisation with the compassion,
employees perceive themselves as being favourably treated by others’ will to help them out of
or in a challenging work environment. Thus, expression of compassion is evident in one being
open and moved by the suffering of others that one desires to ease their suffering. It is
manifested in kindness, mindfulness, and common humanity to others plight (Neff, 2003).

Mindfulness is believed to have roots in Buddhism and is defined as "a state of consciousness
in which attention is focused on a present phenomenon occurring both externally and internally”
(Dane, 2011:1000). Mindfulness involves being consciously present in one’s mind, body, and
surroundings (Andersson & Engervall, 2017). Concerning suffering, it facilitates the awareness
manifested in the emotional balance between self and others (Pommier, 2010). It also requires
an appreciation of the present moment's awareness with an observable and non-judgmental
stance (Wiroko & Evanytha, 2019). When employees are trained in mindfulness, it improves



Muzee et al. | Organisational Compassion and Employee Engagement in Virtual Work Environments 129

their well-being and makes them more relaxed, focused, and able to manage stressful situations
(Andersson & Engervall, 2017; Carmody & Baer, 2008; Ume & Javed, 2019; Weinstein et al.,
2009). Because employees can notice suffering in work contexts, expression of mindfulness
means that they accept the situation for what it is and find creative and innovative ways of
addressing their suffering while engaging in work. Therefore, employees with a mindful
attribute have a high likelihood of satisfaction with their work, thus remain engaged on the job
and absorbed (Atkins & Parker, 2012; Datu & Park, 2019; Rich et al., 2010). Therefore, an
attitude of mindfulness is crucial among employees, and it is also paramount that organisational
leaders signal the importance of mindfulness to employees (Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2012).

In consort with mindfulness is kindness which means extending kindness and understanding to
oneself and others. In situations of failure or suffering, compassion offers kindness to oneself
and others without being critical or indifferent (Pommier, 2010). At the same time, kindness is
associated with outcomes of happiness, optimism, and life satisfaction. It increases the recipient
and the giver's well-being and an individual’s tendency to perform favours and good actions to
the benefit of others (Cotney & Banerjee, 2019; Park & Peterson, 2006). These compassion
elements (mindfulness and kindness) are embedded in the personal, relational, and
organisational contexts. Compassion is one of the suggested tools to manage suffering and
employees' uncertainty to ensure work productivity and organisational efficiency. Handling
employees with compassion makes them feel valued, enables recovery from physical and
psychological stress, and improves their commitment to the organisation (Grant et al., 2008;
Lilius et al., 2008). Thus, compassionate leadership strives to enhance the happiness and well-
being of their employees by supporting them with a conducive environment to excel. As they
create compassionate environments in which employees can perform at the highest possible
level, organisational leaders, through their interactions, can directly affect the work engagement
of employees (Truss et al., 2013).

Employee engagement is a positive attitude held by the employee towards the organisation and
its values (Robinson et al., 2004). These positive, fulfilling work-related attitudes are exhibited
in employees’ vigour, dedication, and absorption with work (Schaufeli et al., 2002).
Engagement also requires passion and complete association with the job (Rich et al., 2010).
Similarly referred to as job engagement, it encompasses an employee’s interest in, enthusiasm
for, and investment in his/her job, which yields positive outcomes for both the employee and
the organisation (Kirkpatrick, 2007). Employee engagement is thus one of the key determinants
of the success of an organisation but is affected by various factors such as personal
characteristics, job characteristics, job status, and job demands (Hoole & Bonnema, 2015;
Mauno et al., 2007). Besides, employees tend to be engaged at work in circumstances where
they can ascribe meaningfulness, safety, and availability. Tasks that grant autonomy, challenge,
dignity, and worthwhileness attract more work commitment and engagement (Kahn, 1990).
Consequently, employees will be more engaged in situations where there is more freedom of
expression and where they feel needed, essentially implying that high levels of work
engagement are dependent on an individual’s current psychological state (Rothmann &
Rothmann Jr, 2010).

The health of one's psychological state at work is also dependant on whether they derive
meaning in the work they are engaged in. Meaning in work is facilitated by personal growth
and motivation influenced by some elements such as job enrichment, work role fits, and co-
worker relations (May et al., 2004). Organisational leaders are thus tasked with creating
environments where relational contracts are built on commitment and trust. A safe space where
co-worker relations are supportive, trustworthy, and open tends to be reciprocated with high
levels of engagement (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006; Kahn, 1990; May et al., 2004; Saks, 2006).
However, the challenging reality is that most of these arguments support work engagement in
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in-person settings; how can they be applied to remote or virtual workspaces with no physical
presence of an immediate supervisor.

The education sector in Rwanda and Uganda was not spared during the country-wide lockdown
in February and March 2020, respectively. Stakeholders were encouraged to embrace E-
learning, but in environments where in-person learning and working were the norms, higher
learning institutions grappled with internalising the concept of E-Learning given its associated
limitations in developing countries. The staff and students in many of the universities in Uganda
had not fully experienced E-Learning and remote working. Thus, students and staff lacked the
requisite skills, equipment, and infrastructure for delivering and attending lectures on online
platforms. These inadequacies, coupled with the uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic
lockdown, created stressful situations for all stakeholders in higher learning institutions. Much
less the fact that Virtual work environments tend to be characterised by remote work,
telecommuting, telework, and working from home, which are synonymously associated with
feelings of isolation that employees may face. Kerber & Buono (2004) argued that leaders need
to make it possible for employees to constantly communicate and virtual networking with others
to realign themselves to the organisation's goal and vision continually. Guided by the social
exchange theory, this study focused on the staff in higher learning institutions whose work
patterns have been distorted by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The social exchange theory attempts to explain the behaviour of individuals in business
activities (Homans, 1958). It posits that employees can get engaged in work at different levels
and degrees depending on the level of encouragement and motivation they receive from the
employer. Furthermore, employee behaviours are conditioned to reciprocity and repayment
rules (Saks, 2006). According to the social exchange theory, the trust between individuals and
the expectations that the other party will fulfil their unspecified obligation guides the
relationship in business. Thus, the way the manager communicates, rewards, and demonstrates
effective leadership will significantly influence employee performance in virtual work
environments. Besides, the successful use of technology in virtual work settings encourages
collaboration, cooperation, and sharing, key aspects necessary for social exchange.

Groups that experience higher levels of interaction are more likely to have a strong sense of
belonging and compassion. When a person feels valued by other group members, their self-
esteem tends to rise. It is argued that employees who report high self-esteem tend to show better
levels of performance compared to those with low self-esteem (Ferris et al., 2010; Moon et al.,
2016; Pierce & Gardner, 2004). Therefore, as Dutton et al. (2014) argued, the interaction
between employees in the organisation helps promote compassionate behaviours. Where
compassion means bearing the sufferings of oneself and others, it exists where people care,
show patience, kindness, perseverance, and willingness to help (Choudhary et al., 2017).
Compassion breeds trust and often involves providing resources such as time and show of
concern required by an employee to manage stressful situations (Powley, 2009). Therefore, in
stressful conditions such as the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown, this study sought to investigate
the effect of organisational compassion on employee engagement in virtual workspaces in
higher learning institutions in Uganda and Rwanda.

3. Methods

The study covered 1 year in 2020, during which work in many countries moved to remote
settings due to the outbreak of the Covid — 19 pandemics. To determine how organisational
compassion and employee engagement interacted with each other through virtual work settings
across different environments, Uganda and Rwanda were chosen to offer a more diverse
sample. The focus on universities was to gain more homogeneous data rather than spread it to
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all educational institutions. For this study, both secondary and primary sources of data were
used. The primary sources of data included staff working in selected institutions of higher
learning in Uganda and Rwanda. A link was sent to the selected higher institution employees
requesting them to fill in a structured online questionnaire through purposive sampling.
However, the online survey had limitations that pertained to the cost of and limited internet
connectivity and constant power failures. Although there was a slow response rate, the
researchers constantly sent reminders to the targeted participants through WhatsApp messages
and telephone calls.

The survey had 2 sections: section A for demographic information that included questions on
gender and nature of university work (Academic and or Administrative or purely
Administrative) and section B with items for each of the variables under observation. The
scaling and constructs for indicators adopted in this study are in line with the contextual
framework propounded by Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) and Pommier's
Compassion Scale (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Pommier, 2010). To capture responses in line
with the temporal scope of the study, the constructs for the organisational compassion index
were built around the mindfulness and kindness of (a) Self to Others, (b) Supervisor, and (c)
Co-workers. The constructs for employee engagement were, on the other hand, built around (a)
Vigour, (b) Dedication, and (c¢) Absorption. The items under both employee engagement in
virtual work environments and organisational compassion were anchored on a 5-point Likert
scale. Where 5 showed that employees were always engaged and 1 never engaged while
working from home or virtually, concerning organisational compassion 5 represented situations
where employees felt that they almost always exhibited a high sense of both kindness and
mindfulness of self to others, by co-workers and supervisors and with 1 representing almost
never at the opposite end of the scale. To facilitate a more cohesive description of indicators,
codes for main and sub-indicators were used, as showed in table 1.

Table 1: Indicators and codes used in the study

Indicator Code
Organisational Compassion [Composite] OrgComp
Kindness

The kindness of Self to Others Kin_StO
Kindness of Supervisor Kin_Sup
Kindness of Co-workers Kin_CoWork
Mindfulness

Mindfulness of Self to Others Min_StO
Mindfulness of Supervisor Min_Sup
Mindfulness of Co-workers Min_CoWork
Employee Engagement [Composite] EmpEng.Comp
Employee’s Vigour Vig.Comp
Employee’s Dedication Ded.Comp
Employee’s Absorption Abs.Comp

Source: Authors’ description

4. Results

To ensure for validity and reliability of the instrument’s constructs, data from 102 respondents
was tested for its normality, validity, and reliability using SPSS V.23. Using the D’ Agostino
skewness test and Anscombe — Glynn Kurtosis test (Oztuna et al., 2006; Sekaran, 2003), the
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test results showed no significant deviation from a normal distribution for the sample's
constructs (Refer table 2).

Table 2: Statistical Normality Tests for the Scaled Constructs [n = 102]

Organisation Compassion [OrgComp] Employee Engagement [EmpEng.Comp]
N 102 102
Mean 65.30 34.44
Std. Deviation 16.043 11.709
Minimum 20 0
Maximum 96 60
Skewness -.373 -.326
Kurtosis 474 -.130

Note. The overall score for each construct is based on average totals of the responses to appropriate items.
Source. Field survey, 2020. Values are based on authors’ calculations using SPSS V. 23

Validity and reliability tests were also conducted using the Pearson's Product moment
correlation, and Cronbach alpha (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011) were used. Consequently,
implications of the internal consistency and reliability test conducted in this study point to the
results derived from the constructs used (x = .890) to exceed the minimally acceptable range
falling in the range of ‘very good’ (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). Similarly, with all values for
constructs (OrgComp., and Emp.EngComp) satisfying the <.05 significance criteria, all
constructs were considered valid.

Moreover, to establish the effect of organisational compassion on employee engagement in
virtual workspaces, a simple linear regression analysis (Ordinary Least Square Method — OLS)
on sub-constructs for Employee Engagement and Organisational compassion was conducted.
The purpose of the linear model was to determine the underlying strength structure of
association indicators on employees' engagement at different levels while working virtually.
Furthermore, this approach allowed the model to identify the best fitting predictors to each
indicator and estimate the contribution of each of the assessed predictor constructs (dependent
variables) to the total variance explained. As such, using a simple regression structural
formulation, the following model was constructed:

OrgComp = By + B1(Vig.Comp) + B,(Ded.Comp) + B3(Abs.Comp) + & ......... (1)

Whereby: OrgComp = Organisational Compassion, o = Constant, Vig.Comp = Employee
Engagement — Vigour, Ded.Comp = Employee Engagement — Dedication, Abs.Comp =
Employee Engagement — Absorption, € = The standard error term, fo, 1, B2, and f§3 = Priority
sign for coefficients of each construct variable > 0

Correlational Results of Indicators

The Impact of Kindness on Employees’ Engagement

As one of the sub-constructs building the compassion scale, kindness was assessed at its sub-
scale level (Kin Sto, Kin Sup, and Kin CoWork) to understand better how organisation
compassion impacted employees' engagement. To achieve this, all the constructs were linearly
correlated together with the employees’ engagement composite construct yielding weak but
significant impacts (Refer to table 3). In particular, the issue of how supervisors are kind to
subordinates stood as the better predictor of how employees remain engaged at their work,
Ry, = 370 witha  p-value of .05.
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Table 3: Correlation Coefficients — The Impact of Kindness on Employees’ Engagement (n =120)
Std. Error of  Sig. F

Model Ry R Adjusted R* the Estimate  Change
EmpEng.Comp, Kin_Cowork 319%* 102 .093 .657 .00108
EmpEng.Comp, Kin_StO 348%* 121 112 .649 .00033
EmpEng.Comp, Kin_Sup 370%* 137 128 .644 .00013
EmpEng.Comp, Kin.Compa A465%* 216 192 .620 .00002

Note. **Correlation is significant at p < 0.05; a. Predictors: (Constant), Kin_ CoWork, Kin_StO, Kin_Sup.
Source. Field survey, 2020. Values are based on the author’s calculations using SPSS 23.
The Impact of Mindfulness on Employees’ Engagement

To provide additional support to understanding the compassion scale at the organisational level,
the sub-constructs of the Mindfulness scale (Min_StO, Min_Sup, and Min_CoWork) were
linearly regressed with the employees’ engagement composite construct (Table 4)

Table 4: Correlation Coefficients — The Impact of Mindfulness on Employees’ Engagement (n = 120)
Std. Error of  Sig. F

Model Ry R® Adjusted R* the Estimate  Change
EmpEng.Comp, Min_StO A452%* 204 .196 .618 .00000
EmpEng.Comp, Min_Sup 365%* 133 124 .645 .00016
EmpEng.Comp, Min_ CoWork J357** 128 119 .647 .00023

Note. **Correlation is significant at p < 0.05

Source. Field survey, 2020. Values are based on the author’s calculations using SPSS 23.

Furthermore, correlations in table 4 above found positive correlations but relatively weak and
significant with a p-value of .05. Moreover, while the results showed that the correlations were
not significantly different, the issue of mindfulness of self to others, Ry, = .452 in influencing
employees' engagement, offered a more substantial predictive impact than supervisors' and co-
workers' mindfulness.

The Impact of Organisational Compassion on Employees’ Engagement

As the central premise for the study, the primary constructs for organisational compassion
(Mindfulness & Kindness) were used to construct a composite construct to explain
organisational compassion impact on employee engagement. From the 102 observations
recorded from respondents, a composite indicator was constructed using the mean totals scores
from all observations for the indicators, correlated and tested against the three sub-indicators
that make up employee engagement (Vigour, Dedication, and Absorption). As indicated in
Table 5, results showed a significant partial correlation with the issue of organisation
compassion on employees' vigour R,, = .513 with a p-value of .05 compared to employees'
dedication and absorption with Ry, = .471 and R,, = .293 assessment at the same p-value

of .05. This is indicative, in general terms, of how organisational compassion is a significant
predictor of employees' vigour.

Table 5: Correlation Coefficients — The Impact of Organisational Compassion on Vigour, Dedication, and
Absorption (n = 120)

AdjustedR? Std. Error of Sig. F
Model Rey R* J the Estimate Change
Vig.Comp S13%** 263 256 705 .0000
Ded.Comp A471%% 222 214 775 .0000
Abs.Comp 293%* .086 .077 738 .0028

Note. **Correlation is significant at p < 0.05.
Source. Field survey, 2020. Values are based on the author's calculations using SPSS 23.
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Furthermore, when tested against the employees' composite construct (Vigour, Dedication, and
Absorption), the model showed that, as a whole, there is a significant partial correlation with
the whole issue of organisation compassion. Also, it showed how it impacts employees'
engagement at different levels within the organisations' functional departments, R, = .506

with a p-value of .05.

The Influence of Organisational Compassion Predictor Construct on Employees’ Engagement

The resulting model from the regression analysis in table 6 that was aimed at assessing how
organisational compassion affects employees’ engagement in virtual workspaces during the
Covid — 19 pandemic lockdowns reveal that the model is significant and less significantly fit to
explain the influence of all predictor variables (independent variables) R2 =.283. Hence, given
their statistical significance (p <.05), the model significantly explains the predictor variable for
employees' vigour.

Table 6: Influence of Organisational Compassion Predictor Construct on Employees’ Engagement
Model Summary

R R? Adj. R? Std. Error Est.
532 283 261 577
Coefficients
Model Unstandardised Coefficients Standardmed .
Coefficients Sig.
B Std. Error B
o 1.740 181 .000%**
p1=Vig.Comp 292 .105 356 .000**
p>=Ded.Comp 150 .100 .196 137
f3 = Abs.Comp .024 .088 .028 784%*

Note. **Significant at p <.05, *Significant at p <.01, F = 12.894, d.f = 3.
Source. Field survey, 2020. Values-based on authors' calculations using SPSS 23

For predictor variables on employees’ engagement and absorption, the regression results show
that organisational compassion is not the best estimator under the null hypothesis for the study

(p >.05).

5. Discussion and conclusion

This paper sought to establish if organisational compassion had any influence on employee
engagement in virtual workspaces during the Covid-19 pandemic lockdown and the results, in
general, indicated that organisational compassion was a significate predictor of the vigour
component of employee engagement compared to dedication and absorption while working
virtually and at home. When compassion was tested at the workplace against employee
performance, findings revealed that compassion towards employees enhanced their task
performance in combination with intrinsic motivation (Choudhary et al., 2017). An in-depth
analysis of two selected dimensions of compassion (kindness and mindfulness) expressed by
self to others, co-workers, and at the supervisory level revealed that kindness from a supervisor
towards employees was a better predictor of employee work engagement. Employees who
received compassionate feelings of affection, generosity, care, and tenderness from their
supervisors had reduced work burnout, were more engaged at their work, and exhibited positive
acts such as organisational citizenship behaviours and knowledge sharing (Eldor, 2018). In
service sectors such as educational institutions that are susceptible to demanding stressful
clients, limited resources, and high administrative workload, Eldor (2018) notes that
compassion provides a vital coping mechanism.
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The supervisor’s kindness towards employees was a better predictor of employees' work
engagement. There is an assumed trickle-down effect when supervisors show compassion to
their subordinates which in turn is reciprocated by subordinates to their fellows, which
consequently builds an organisation with shared beliefs, practices, and quality relationships that
in turn enhance performance (Choudhary et al., 2017; Dutton et al., 2014). As for mindfulness,
employees' mindfulness of self to others was a stronger predictor of their work engagement
compared to supervisor or co-worker mindfulness. Mindfulness of self to others ensured that
one was present in the moment and accepted it for what it is and is also known to positively
affect work engagement (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Kiken & Shook, 2011; Shapiro et al., 2006).

Virtual workspaces with all their attendant characteristics, such as isolation and loneliness,
significantly burden the moral well-being of employees. But with additional support from
supervisors and co-workers, employees' work engagement and productivity are enhanced.
Thus, while compassion, as depicted by the results, significantly impacted employees' work
vigour, the supervisor's kindness and employees' mindfulness of self to others greatly boosted
employees' work engagement. Thus, it can be assumed that compassionate leadership and
regular communication with workers via online platforms help foster team support and offer
the necessary coping mechanism to adapt to virtual workspaces.
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