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Abstract  
This hermeneutic phenomenological study explored the retention and engagement of Generation Y 
engineers in South Africa. In-depth interviews were conducted with six Generation Y engineers and data 
were analysed through interpretive phenomenological analysis. Findings demonstrate that hygiene 
retention factors are fundamental to engagement even though such factors do not enhance engagement. 
Generation Y engineers ascribe to task and work setup engagement, yet their retention behaviour is 
ultimately directed by their career engagement. Organisations wanting to retain Generation Y engineers 
should focus on hygiene factors, task and work-setup engagement as well as career engagement.  
 
Keywords: Generation Y engineers, retention, work engagement, hermeneutic phenomenology, 
interpretive phenomenological analysis 
 

 
1. Introduction 

 
In South Africa, as in other countries, retaining young talent is challenging because of 

skills shortages, employee mobility and the imminent retirement of Baby Boomers (Masibigiri & 
Nienaber, 2011; Robyn & Du Preez, 2013). The transfer of professional skills and knowledge 
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constitutes a threatening crisis as ageing generational cohorts continue to leave the workforce 
(National Planning Commission, 2011; Kultalahti & Viitala, 2014; Robyn & Du Preez, 2013). 
For organisations the retention of high performers and key employees with scarce and critical 
skills such as Generation Y engineers, is a business imperative (Allen, Bryant & Vardaman, 
2010; Aruna & Anitha, 2015). In South Africa, engineering has been listed as a national scarce 
and critical skill (Department of Home Affairs, 2009). A demand for over 5000 engineers has 
been listed on the Department for Higher Education and Training’s (DHET) 2012-13 skills 
demand list (DHET, n.d). Consulting Engineers South Africa (2012) reported that in June 2012, 
86.5% of firms indicated a drive to increase their engineering staff, but were struggling to find 
suitable candidates as this country only has one engineer for every 3 166 people. The demand for 
engineering skills are set against the significant contribution that engineers make towards socio-
economic development on all levels of a society as they impact on improved healthcare, housing, 
nutrition, transport, communications, and many other socio-economic benefits (UNESCO, 2010). 

Retention of Generation Y engineers is dependent on maintaining their level of 
engagement to prevent them leaving the company and to ensure business success (Kennedy & 
Daim, 2010). The importance of engagement in retaining employees is an established notion that 
organisations need to take note of (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Van Schalkwyk, Du Toit, Bothma 
& Rothmann, 2010). Although work-related engagement is coupled with many positive 
organisational outcomes, increased job performance is especially significant (Bakker, Albrecht & 
Leiter, 2011; Bakker & Bal, 2010) in the knowledge economy, which is driven by intense 
competition (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008). In this economy there is a need for the maximised 
inputs associated with engaged workers who are energetic, dedicated and absorbed by their work 
(Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008; Rothman & Rothman, 2010). 

Some studies have shown that Generation Y engineers act differently to other 
generational cohorts, with regard to their turnover behaviour (Karlsson, 2008; Rose & Gordon, 
2010) although some also found no distinctive differences (Vieira, 2010). To determine 
Generation Y work preferences, most studies employ a quantitative approach (Puybaraud, 2010; 
Talent Edge 2020, 2012; Robyn & Du Preez, 2013). As such, explorative research to identify 
factors potentially important to understand the engagement and retention of engineers in South 
Africa has been called for (Wright, 2007; Kennedy & Daim, 2010). The study objective here was 
therefore to explore the lived work experiences of Generation Y engineers in a South African 
work context in order to gain a better understanding of their retention and engagement 
behaviour. This study is important because it provides insight into the lived work experience of 
Generation Y engineers in South Africa and how organisations can harness their engagement and 
retain talent. The article is structured to first provide a conceptual background on generational 
theory, work retention and engagement with specific reference to research trends with regard to 
generation Y engineers. A description of the research methodology follows and the findings are 
presented from an interpretative phenomenological analysis perspective. 
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2. Generational theory 
Interest in generational differences has its roots in ancient Greece (Burnett, 2011; Nash, 

1978), with Karl Mannheim’s (1952) pivotal contribution highlighting the sociological 
significance of differences in generations (Joshi, Dencker & Franz, 2011). Schuman and Scott 
(1989) highlighted the dynamic of ‘collective memories’ that are distinctive of the tendency of 
people in a particular generational cohort to recall different events with formative experiences. 
Strauss and Howe (cited in Papenhausen, 2011) moved to popularise the concept of generations, 
offering a comprehensive theory to explain the concept of generations based on a cyclical theory 
of history and generations.  

According to Constanza, Badger, Fraser, Severt and Gade (2012), there are some 
consistencies across the conceptualisations of generations. The authors define a generation as a 
group of people, about the same age, whose experiences are influenced by the same set of 
significant historical events that where experienced during key developmental periods in their 
lives, typically late childhood, adolescence and early adulthood. Despite conceptual and 
methodological disagreements in generational literature (Rosow, 1978; Ryder, 1965) the concept 
of generations remains an interesting subject of popular culture and media, and academic 
interpretations of this construct in the work context are becoming more sophisticated (Joshi et al., 
2011; Jones & Czerniewicz, 2010). Hillman (2014) highlights the four generational cohorts that 
have typically been identified in research as permeating the current workforce, namely the 
Traditionalists (employees born between 1922 and 1946), Baby Boomers (those employees born 
between 1946 and 1964), Generation Xers (employees born between 1964 and 1980) and the 
Generation Y employees, born between 1980 and 2000, and the focus of this study. Generation Y 
employees are also typically referred to as the Millennials, the Dot com generation, the Sunshine 
generation (Aruna & Anitha, 2015) or to the iGeneration and the Generation Whine (Moss & 
Martins, 2014). Members of a certain generation are said to have similar personalities, values, 
expectations, attitudes and lifestyle preferences (Bogdanowicz & Bailey, 2002; Kowske, Rasch, 
& Wiley, 2010; Schuman & Scott, 1989) and which are brought into the workplace with them 
(Zemke, 2001) resulting in forming a distinct employee sub culture (Moss & Martins, 2014). A 
typical Generation Y employee is for example said to value work-life balance (Gilbert, 2011; 
Lieber, 2010), training and development (PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2009), the need for 
immediate feedback (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010), prefers a direct communication style (Irvine, 
2010), teamwork (Deloitte, 2009) and collaboration (Irvine, 2010; Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010). 
 

3. Work retention 
 
Work retention refers to the initiatives an employer implements to encourage qualified 

and productive workers to continue working for the company and has the main objective of 
reducing unwanted voluntary turnover among valuable individuals in the company (Schuler & 
Jackson, 2006). The turnover, retention and career behaviour of workers are significantly 
influenced by the knowledge economy and the resulting boundaryless organisation and 
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boundaryless career (Arthur, Khapova & Wildercom, 2005). To reduce the ever increasing costs 
of pension and medical benefits and to better adapt to the changing world of work, companies 
are replacing permanent employees with part-time workers and flattening company hierarchies 
(Feldman & Ng, 2007).  The talent pool has become global due to technological advances in that 
knowledge workers, particularly those with scarce and critical skills are mobile and sought after 
by competitors (Khapova, 2006). These changes have increased the complexity and challenge 
companies face with regard to the turnover and retention of critical skills. In South Africa, 
Sutherland and Jordaan (2004) studied the retention of knowledge workers (as which engineers 
are classified) and found that theories such as the belief that job satisfaction and organisational 
commitment lead to workers’ loyalty (intention to remain with an employer) to a company may 
no longer hold true.  
 

4. Work-related engagement 
 
Engagement is associated with many positive outcomes for companies such as increased 

job performance, motivation, job satisfaction, increases in working safely, client satisfaction, 
return on assets and increased profits (Bakker, Demerouti & Schaufeli, 2003; Bakker, Schaufeli, 
Leiter & Taris, 2008; Harter, Schmidt & Hayes, 2002; Park & Gursoy, 2012; Schaufeli & 
Bakker, 2004). Various types of work-related engagement have been distinguished 
(Anthony‐McMann, Ellinger, Astakhova & Halbesleben, 2016), including job engagement, 
organisational engagement, personal engagement, work engagement, employee engagement and 
career engagement (Du Plooy & Roodt, 2010; Hirschi, & Freund, 2014; Neault, & Pickerell, 
2011; Saks & Gruman, 2014; Simpson, 2009). As these distinctive types of engagement differ in 
their respective antecedents and consequences, it is important to differentiate between them 
(Saks, 2006; Simpson, 2009) to curb confusion when researching the phenomenon 
(Anthony‐McMann, et al., 2016; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010). In this study ‘engagement’ is 
regarded as encapsulating the relationship of the employee with his or her work, occupation and 
organisation.  

Research conducted on Generation Y engineers shows that learning and development and 
support in terms of learning and development are very important.  The engineers in these studies 
want to be given opportunities to develop (Karlsson, 2008; Wright, 2007), be learning in a 
learning organisation (Gruber, 2008), be trained, be mentored, manage their own career 
development (Vieira, 2010), have good career prospects (Wright, 2007) and have a say in their 
training (Rahaman, 2012). They also want to be challenged in their work (Gruber, 2008; 
Karlsson, 2008) and have opportunities for mental work (Karlsson, 2008). They assess practical 
work experience as valuable, value involvement in engineering design (Vieira, 2010) and have a 
high regard for exposure to leading technologies and global experience (Wright, 2007). They 
want to view the work that they are doing at present as what they want to do in the future 
(Karlsson, 2008). Autonomy is important (Gruber, 2008), particularly in terms of discerning their 
own work performance and being part of the decision-making process in terms of performance 
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appraisals, which will have a direct impact on their careers (Karlsson, 2008; Rahaman, 2012). 
Attaining work-life balance (Vieira, 2010; Wright, 2007) and being able to satisfy higher order 
needs outside work are key (Gruber, 2008). These engineers also see receiving a favourable total 
financial package as important (Wright, 2007). Lastly, they value making a contribution, making 
a difference (Vieira, 2010) and having corporate culture and values aligned to their own (Gruber, 
2008).  

 

5. Research methodology 
 
This qualitative exploratory study was approached from a hermeneutic phenomenological 

perspective as developed in the writings of Heidegger and Ricoeur (Lindseth & Norberg, 2004). 
Choosing a qualitative methodology allowed a holistic exploration of the lived work experiences 
of Generation Y engineers in their natural context, in depth and with interactive openness 
(Durrheim, 2007). Applying a hermeneutic phenomenological approach as framed by 
Heidegger’s philosophy, allows for the notion that our understanding of the world is 
interpretative and relative, and that our interpretation of the life world is impacted on by our 
preconceptions, prior knowledge and experiences (Dahlberg, Dahlberg & Nyström, 2007). The 
findings presented here do therefore not claim a specific or objective knowledge, but presents a 
perspective on Generation Y engineers’ retention and engagement dynamics.  
 

5.1 Procedure 
 

This research was guided by the rules of ethical conduct as prescribed in the Health 
Professions Act 56 of 1974, as well as the ethics policy of the University of South Africa 
(UNISA). Ethical clearance to conduct this study was provided by the Ethics Committee of the 
College of Economic and Management sciences at UNISA. Written informed consent to 
participate in the research and to have the interviews digitally recorded, was obtained from each 
participant before commencing with the interviews. The participants were assured that the 
information they provided would be kept confidential and no personal identifiable details would 
be included in any of my research reports. Both the transcriber and the professional language 
practitioner signed confidentiality forms prior to engaging with the data. Codes were assigned as 
identifiers to each participant to ensure anonymity of data and data were electronically stored as 
password protected files. All hard copy data were destroyed. 
 

5.2 Participants 
 

Through purposeful and snowball sampling 6 engineers working in Gauteng and 
Mpumalanga across the fields of mechanical, process, electrical or industrial engineering, were 
identified to participate in the study. The sample size is appropriate as small sample sizes are 
appropriate to hermeneutic phenomenological research which focus on in-depth analysis of life 
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world phenomena, rather than generalisation to a broader population (Brocki & Wearden, 2006).    
Engineers born between 1981 and 1993 were included in this study, to cater for those in the 
transition generation, which forms part of Generation Y in South Africa (Deal et al., 2012) and 
is aligned with the European and American distinction of Generation Y (see Robyn, 2012). 
Participants working for at least 2 years in the profession were sought. Table 1 below 
summarises the demographic and industry profile of the participants. The sample included 2 
females (1 white and 1 Indian) and four males (3 white and 1 black) between the ages of 25 and 
30 years. Participants were mainly employed in the petrochemical and consulting industries and 
functioned in either a specialised or managerial role.  

 

Table – 1. Biographical Descriptive of Participants 
Code Race Gender Age Category Company type Environment Years in profession 
WMM25 White Male 25 Mechanical Mining Production   2.50 
WFP28 White Female 28 Process Petrochemical Project  6.50 
WMP28 White Male 28 Process Petrochemical Project  6.50 
IFE25 Indian Female 25 Electrical Petrochemical Project  2.00 
BMM30 Black Male 30 Mechanical Consulting Project  6.50 
WMI26 White Male 26 Industrial Consulting Project  4.00 

 
5.3 Data Collection 

 
In-depth interviewing was used as this allowed for the exploration, understanding and 

interpretation of the engineers’ lived work experiences (Appleton, 1995; Kvale, 1996; Van 
Manen, 1990). Participants were asked to describe how they, as young engineers, experienced 
working for their company. The opening question was framed as: ‘As an engineer, how do you 
experience working for this company – please tell me about some of the experiences you have 
had’. Further questions focussed on probing retention attitudes and experiences of engagement. 
Interviews were transcribed by a professional transcriber. Some participants responded to the 
interview questions in Afrikaans. The responses were translated to English by a qualified 
language practitioner. The request to participants to read and confirm the authenticity of the 
translated and transcribed responses were abided by all participants and all indicated agreement 
with the content as a true reflection of the interviews.  

 
5.4 Data analysis 

 
Data analysis was based on Ricoeur’s (1976) phenomenological hermeneutical 

interpretation approach, also known as interpretive phenomenological analysis (Brocki & 
Wearden, 2006). This involved the analytic steps of naïve reading, structural analysis and 
comprehensive understanding (Lindseth & Norberg, 2004). Following these steps, each 
interview was read and analysed separately, first through a naïve reading and understanding of 
the text, followed by a thematic structural analysis and lastly a comprehensive understanding was 
formed of each interview. Once all the interviews were analysed thus, the three-step hermeneutic 
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process was replicated to ultimately gain a comprehensive understanding of the interview texts. 
Main themes and subthemes were constructed by making use of the hermeneutic circle principle, 
where the researcher moves back and forth from parts of the experience to the whole of the 
experience with the aim of increasing overall understanding of the texts (Annells, 1996). The 
researcher then formulated the final statement as a comprehensive understanding in everyday 
language and as close to the lived experience of the Generation Y engineers as possible 
(Lindseth & Norberg, 2004) and with due consideration to a psychological interest (Smith, 2004) 
specifically that of work engagement. 
 

6. Findings 
 
The findings are discussed in line with the data analytic methodology followed, and commence 
with findings from the naïve reading of the data. The structural analysis is presented and the 
section concludes with a comprehensive understanding of generation Y engineers’ retention and 
engagement behaviour. 
 

6.1 Naïve reading 
 
The initial naïve reading of each interview transcript and thereafter of the data set as a whole 
revealed that Generation Y engineers are motivated mostly by the nature of the project or task 
that they are doing. A sense of task engagement thus emerged. The participants’ individualistic 
sense of value was demonstrated in how they were challenged and engaged by the task at hand 
and how they valued the experience they accumulated in the process of working on a project or a 
task. Relationships and connections with colleagues and mentors also seem to be a very strong 
motivational factor to the participants and they tend to find themselves committed to the people 
they work with, in addition to the project that they work on. The meaning and enjoyment derived 
from the task, was brought about by engaging in challenging projects, and cooperating with like-
minded colleagues. Engagement to the organisation was thus expressed in terms of connections 
made with challenging tasks and with colleagues.  

The data also demonstrated engineers’ keen awareness of the benefits available to them 
and they expressed strong expectations in this regard from their employers. Participants’ ascribed 
their turnover intentions to not having their expectations met and reflected a sense of entitlement 
with regard to certain benefits expected from the employer. Having their expectations met in 
terms of financial gain, getting promoted and work-life balance, functioned as a type of baseline 
retention factor. Having these baseline retention factors did not result in engagement, but rather 
functioned as retention factors keeping the engineer from leaving the company prematurely. 
Where engineers felt that they were not getting what they expect in terms of these retention 
factors, turnover seemed probable and engagement highly unlikely.  

Despite having their expectations met, all the participants were either planning a shift in 
the focus of their current occupation, or a total change in occupation over time.  The intention to 
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leave the current employer seemed to be driven by personal objectives to become self-reliant and 
independent in their careers despite reporting strong levels of work satisfaction. Instances of 
career engagement were thus prevalent among the study participants. It seemed that instances of 
task engagement enticed the participants to stay at their companies, but as soon as career 
engagement became more important and their company could not provide the desired career 
engagement opportunities, they communicated turnover intentions either in the near or more 
distant future. Although task engagement was therefore essential to retention, for these 
Generation Y engineers, retention could not be ensured in light of potential career engagement.  
 

6.2 Structural analysis 
 
The structural analyses produced three predominant themes, namely hygiene retention 

factors, elements of work engagement and turnover intention.  
 

6.2.1 Hygiene retention factors 
 
Hygiene retention factors refer to the baseline occupational expectations of participants. 

Participants communicated expectations in terms of monetary reward, development and 
promotion opportunities, management support and work-life balance as requirements 
fundamental to their retention. Participants were frustrated and dissatisfied when these factors 
were not evident, yet for some the retention elements were in place and they were not necessarily 
motivated by them or engaged in their work as a result of them. Therefore, the retention factors 
were categorised under the theme hygiene retention factors congruent to Herzberg’s (1987) 
theory of motivation and his distinction between hygiene factors and motivators. Participants, for 
example, expect equitable monetary rewards and promotional and developmental opportunities 
in relation to their self-perceived merit and level of performance. Participant WMP28 for 
instance explained monetary reward as a basic element of his employment contract: “This is my 
attitude toward money: Pay a guy enough so that money is off the table” and with regard to 
promotion IFE25 states: “People are not getting promoted. I am one of those people.  It upsets 
me”. WMI26 focused on development and gaining experience as imperative to his retention: “If 
I’m not developing, if I feel I’m standing still, then I will consider moving”.  Development 
opportunities and gaining sought-after experience and exposure were emphasised as imperative 
in any employment choice.  

WMP28 was especially upset about the lack of support he was receiving at work. He felt 
that he was not getting the management support he expected in terms of the work he was doing 
and considered leaving the company as a result: “In terms of engineering expertise, very little 
support, technical support, also very little, line management, very little support, business, very 
little support. It feels as if you are standing alone”. WMP28 and IFE25 similarly ascribed their 
work dissatisfaction and their intention to leave the organisation, to management that could not 
be trusted. WMP28 for example said “At the moment I do not trust them, not at all. I can’t trust 
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our management”. Lastly work-life balance was viewed as a hygiene retention factor because 
participants indicated they made career decisions based on their families’ needs, which were 
often prioritised above their work needs. Work-life balance was also important in that 
participants indicated that it was important to have time for other elements of life and not just 
work: “…half past four, five o'clock we just go on with our lives. If the work is done at the end of 
the day I continue with my life. It is very important” (BMM30). 
 

6.2.2 Elements of work engagement 
 
Different to the hygiene retention factors, the data elicited factors reflecting elements in 

the task and in the work-environment that impacted on participants’ self-expressed sense of work 
engagement.  

Responsible for and completing challenging, complex and meaningful tasks – Work 
engagement is enhanced by working with challenging and complex tasks. Participants 
highlighted being motivated strongly by the task; specifically, with its level of complexity, 
uniqueness, impact and meaningfulness. Participant WFP28 was for example inspired by 
working on ground-breaking technology, generating new solutions to a challenging project: “My 
goal is to ensure that the thing gets implemented. It really has a nationwide impact, it makes me 
very excited… it is totally a new technology; it is a first, a first in the world”. Participants seemed 
to identify with challenging and complex tasks, deriving much satisfaction from being part of its 
completion “...and it is always exciting at the end of a project to look back and this is the 
changes that I made” (IFE25) and “I think what excites me is just successfully completing the 
task … that is a good energiser for me” (BMM30). As such a sense of enthusiasm, inspiration, 
pride and challenge was evident when some of the participants spoke about feeling that they 
were making a meaningful contributing and having a real impact. Participant WMI26 expressed 
willingness to invest extra effort in his work by putting himself second, as he felt that they were 
creating something meaningful, which was greater than him.  

Being part of a work group - Participants clearly communicated the importance of being 
part of a work group as essential in enjoying their work and remaining motivated in projects. 
Participants saw the people they worked with as an essential factor in deriving satisfaction from 
their jobs and their need to belong to the work group and establishing relationships in the work 
setting seemed highly valued: “what makes your environment mainly, is the people” (BMM30) 
and “I rub shoulders with guys who have really been in the game for a while” (WMI26). 

Working in a flexible and autonomous work setting - Autonomy and freedom to organise 
one’s time by having flexitime was also seen as significant in the engagement narrative. 
Participant WMI26 said that it was the most important thing for him, even more than the type of 
work that he did: “I have complete flexitime I can come in at 10 o’clock if I want to. The other 
evening I worked until one o’clock in the morning and that’s fine. That is the first thing I enjoy”. 
Some of the participants also showed willingness to invest extra effort in their work when they 
were able to organise their work setup according to their needs and wants.  
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6.2.3 Turnover intention 

 
Despite the hygiene retention factors and the elements of work-engagement, participants 

communicated short and longer term intentions to leave their companies.  The long-term 
turnover intentions were mostly ascribed to the need to establish oneself as independent and self-
reliant. Pursuing a career was deemed ultimately important rather than commitment or loyalty to 
an organisation or institution. Two participants (WMI26 and IFE25) showed enthusiasm about 
gaining sought-after experience and exposure by travelling overseas and being exposed to other 
cultures and work environments. It soon became clear that exposure and development was 
important to them predominantly because it provided them with unique expertise to, in 
comparison to others, become more sought-after and in demand. Such a unique skill set would 
assist them in establishing a career without needing the organisation. Self-reliance and 
independence seem to be foundational to career engagement and over the long term weighs 
stronger than organizational commitment: "I am fairly happy with what I am doing at the 
moment but over the long term I would like to be on my own... it’s mainly that I wouldn’t like to 
restrict myself to a specific business. It’s more about being self-reliant. So for me it is very 
important that I feel I am at a state where I am self-reliant and can provide for myself not to be 
under an umbrella of another company or another person..." (BMM30). 

Long-term turnover intention was thus implied in the context of pursuing an independent 
career as suggested by WMI26: “At 55 I want to retire and I want to teach teenagers. Yes, that’s 
the career. I am really comfortable with that”. As such the notion of career engagement emerged 
as the ultimate factor in retention behavior.  (BMM30) 
 

6.3 Comprehensive understanding 
 
Generation Y engineers in this study demonstrated fundamental expectations that act as 

hygiene factors when it comes to retaining them. The organisation strongly risks losing these 
generation Y engineers should their work setting not provide them with equitably perceived 
financial rewards, promotion and developmental opportunities, management support as well as 
with a work structure that provides adequate work-life balance opportunity. Although these 
factors in the work setting do not necessarily elevate the work engagement experienced by these 
generation Y engineers, these factors are foundational to them being retained. In this regard 
retention and engagement become intertwined in the organisation as engagement cannot follow if 
retention is not secured. Yet retention cannot endure if engagement is not pursued. So following 
the foundational hygiene retention factors are the core elements of work engagement highlighted 
by the participants as including task engagement (through challenging and meaningful tasks), a 
relational and collaborative way of work and an autonomous and flexible work set up. It is 
therefore the nature of the task and the work setup that engages and motivates the participants, 
implying a focus on task engagement and work-set-up engagement rather than on organisational 
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commitment or engagement. Ultimately however career engagement seems to be most 
predominant in their future career planning as all the participants indicated a future intended 
career change towards establishing independent and self-reliant work.  

The work engagement of generation Y engineers in this study is therefore constructed 
from a multiple level perspective, building from hygiene retention factors on a foundational level 
of engagement to different core elements of work engagement (task and work set-up) and 
ultimately to turnover intentions driven by career engagement. Such a comprehensive 
understanding of the retention and engagement behaviour of generation Y engineers in this study 
is depicted in Figure 1 below.  
 

Figure 1: A comprehensive understanding of Generation Y Engineers retention and 
engagement elements 

 
Source: Authors’ work based on analysis and interpretation of results 

 

7. Discussion 
 
The purpose of this study was to explore the retention and work engagement of 

Generation Y engineers in a South African work context from a hermeneutic phenomenological 
stance. Different generations are said to form collective identities where distinct values, attitudes 
and expectations are contained within each cohort’s identity (Bogdanowicz & Bailey, 2002; 
Kowske et al., 2010; Sayers, 2007; Schuman & Scott, 1989). This identity, which includes 
typical values, attitudes and expectations, is then brought into the workplace (Sayers, 2007; 
Zemke, 2001). The theory on work adjustment (TWA) (Bretz & Judge, 1994) expound the 
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consequences of person-job and person-organisation fit, on job satisfaction and tenure. From the 
perspective of the TWA, an employee’s work identity interacts with factors in the job and in the 
organisation resulting in congruence/incongruence and consequently in satisfaction/ 
dissatisfaction which in turn impacts tenure and retention.   

França, Sharp and Da Silva (2014) clearly distinguish between job satisfaction as a 
reactionary response to work identity needs having been met by the job/organisation and 
motivation as a forward looking emotional state which includes engagement as a core 
component. In the same vein, research among South African engineers by Stanz (2009) found the 
factors leading to their retention are not exactly the same as those leading to turnover. Our 
findings show that retention and engagement also do not denote the same meaning, yet the 
constructs are explicitly intertwined in their mutual effect on one another.  

Hygiene retention factors identified in this study correlate with other findings, for 
example in terms of monetary reward (see Wright, 2007) promotion and development (Howe & 
Nadler, 2009; Karlsson, 2008; Martins & Martins, 2012; Petroulas, Brown & Sundin, 2010; Van 
der Walt & du Plessis, 2010; Vieira, 2010), managerial trust, support and communication (Irvine, 
2010; Masibigiri & Nienaber, 2011; Rahman, 2012), and work life balance opportunities 
(Gilbert, 2011; Vieira, 2010; Wright, 2007).  

If companies do not provide employees with expected hygiene retention factors, 
Generation Y engineers may probably leave prematurely. Participants’ willingness to leave their 
companies if hygiene retention factors are not present, could be ascribed to Generation Ys 
reporting higher levels of confidence, self-efficacy and an inflated sense of self than previous 
generations at the same age (Twenge & Campbell, 2008). This, coupled with the fact that 
engineering skills are scarce and critical, may be the reason why these engineers feel that that 
they have many opportunities and are in a position to be ‘picky’ about where they work. The 
presence of hygiene retention factors provides the fundamental experience of psychological 
safety (see Kahn, 1990) and leads to general job satisfaction (França et al., 2014) because work 
identity needs are perceived to have been met. Motivation, defined as the desire to work and 
being engaged in work (França et al., 2014) is not necessarily consequent to job satisfaction, but 
from the perspective of the TWA, in a specific work setting job satisfaction is required for 
motivation to be maintained in that specific setting (Bretz & Judge, 1994). By ensuring that 
hygiene retention factors are present, the organisation therefore establishes immediate retention 
but also creates the opportunity for engagement.  

Having looked after hygiene retention factors for purposes of job satisfaction and 
immediate retention, the organisation should then also account for the identified elements of 
work engagement, to facilitate prolonged retention and enhance levels of work performance. 
Providing a work setting that facilitates work engagement is expected to lead to higher levels of 
performance (Malan, 2004). Three elements of work engagement emerged from the data namely 
task engagement, relational and collaborative way of work and an autonomous and flexible work 
setup. Task engagement as an element of work engagement surfaced from the data as 
characterised by challenging, complex and meaningful tasks. Similarly, challenging work 
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(Gilbert, 2011; Gruber, 2008; Karlsson, 2008), meaningful work (Van der Walt & du Plessis, 
2010; Vieira, 2010) and working on ground-breaking technology (Wright, 2007) has been found 
to indicate task or work characteristics that facilitate generation Y engineers work engagement. 
Task identity is important to Generation Y engineers as it correlates significantly with higher 
levels of performance (Onukwube & Iyagba, 2011). Identifying the importance of relationships 
for engineers as an element of work engagement is also supported in other studies (Gruber, 2008; 
Myers & Sadaghiani 2010) and having autonomy and freedom to organise one’s work setup, 
confirms similar findings by Gruber (2008), Lieber (2010) and Puybaraud (2010).  

In this study elements of engagement were therefore not found in terms of work-related 
engagement (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) but in terms of instances of task engagement, work-
setup engagement and career engagement. Although retention can thus be prolonged through 
task and work set-up engagement, retention of Generation Y engineers can ultimately not be 
expected as a definite, as these workers intend to leave the organisation in line with their career 
engagement needs.  Career engagement is grounded in the affective and cognitive connection to 
one's career and it is demonstrated through being focused on and energised by proactive 
behaviours related to the development of one’s career (Hirschi & Freund, 2014; Pickerell, 2013).  
 If generation Y engineers are going to leave anyway, this then begs the question what 
organisations can do to maintain retention as long as possible. Figure 2 depicts the presence of 
hygiene retention factors in a matrix with the presence of elements of engagement providing a 
guide for organisations in terms of the intervention focus required to prolong generation Y 
employees’ retention. When hygiene retention factors are strongly present, but elements of 
engagement weak (quadrant A), employees will be satisfied but not motivated (compare França 
et al., 2014). In this regard the organisation should focus on engaging employees in challenging 
and meaningful projects, provide the opportunity to collaborate and establish relationships at 
work and set up the work context to allow flexibility and anonymity. In quadrant B, the elements 
of work engagement are high, but the hygiene retention factors low. Task engagement and work 
set-up engagement may therefore be in place, but the organisation should guard against 
employee dissatisfaction by ensuring equitable monetary reward, promotion and development 
opportunities, managerial support and work-life balance initiatives. Ultimately, when both 
hygiene retention factors and elements of engagement have been looked after, Generation Y 
employees will find themselves satisfied and engaged with the task and work-set up, but may 
still opt to leave due to pursuing career engagement elsewhere (Quadrant C). The organisation 
should craft innovative alternatives to retain generation Y employees such as, for example, 
establishing associate contracts, or independent consulting contracts.   
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Figure 2: Matrix: hygiene retention factors and elements of work engagement 

 
Source: Authors’ work based on analysis and interpretation of results 

 
 

8. Conclusion 
 
The study did not include all engineering categories and race groups in South Africa and 

the findings cannot be generalised due to its contextual focus and small sample. The intention of 
the study was however not to generalise, but to gain an in-depth understanding of the retention 
and engagement behaviour of generation Y engineers.  

The results showed that for Generation Y engineers working in the South African 
context, being retained and being engaged are interlinked. Participants first need to feel 
psychologically safe by determining that they are getting what they expect in terms of a number 
of hygiene retention factors before they can make themselves available by staying with the 
organisation and potentially being engaged. Certain elements of their task and their work setup 
engage them and cause them to stay at the company even longer in the expectation of 
experiencing more instances of engagement.  However, in the absence of engagement or when 
career engagement is pursued external to the organisation, this could propel them to leave. 
Organisations should build on their focus on task and work-set up engagement by focussing on 
career engagement and craft innovative pathways within the organisation to accommodate 
generation Y’s independence and self-reliance in pursuing a career.  
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