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WIND OF CHANGE

Promising Work Engagement Interventions

Arnold B. Bakker and Tom L. Junker

When employees are engaged, they feel active, full of energy, are dedicated
toward their tasks, and are often completely immersed in their work activi-
ties (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2023). This motivational state prepares workers to
invest considerable physical, emotional, and mental effort in their work. Indeed,
reviews and meta-analyses indicate that work engagement is positively related
to creativity, prosocial behavior, task performance, and productivity (Bakker
et al., 2023; Christian et al., 2011). Moreover, work engagement is negatively
related to safety incidents, medical mistakes, and absenteeism (Prins et al., 2009;
Schaufeli et al., 2009; Wachter & Yorio, 2014). Since work engagement is such
an important determinant of employee functioning, it is crucial that we try to
promote engagement among employees who struggle and sustain engagement
among those who flourish.

In the present chapter, we discuss promising work engagement interventions.
While some of these interventions have received considerable empirical support,
other interventions are potentially promising but need further validation. This is an
emerging field, in which engagement scholars have just started to develop and eval-
uate theory-based interventions. We discuss five different levels of intervention:
(a) organizational level, (b) team level, (c) job level, (d) person level, and (¢) activ-
ity level. Next to top-down job design approaches, these interventions include agile
work practices, and focus on job crafting, personal resources, strengths use, pro-
active vitality management, and playful work design. We position each of these
approaches in Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) theory (Bakker et al., 2023; Demer-
outi & Bakker, 2023) and discuss how the interventions and their blends can blow
a wind of organizational change.
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Work Engagement in JD-R Theory

Work engagement was introduced in the organizational and management literatures
at the turn of the century (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2023). Although various definitions
of work engagement exist, most definitions include a physical component (vigor,
energy), an affective-motivational component (dedication, enthusiasm), and a cogni-
tive component (concentration, absorption) (e.g., Rothbard, 2001; May et al., 2004).
The work engagement concept quickly became popular since it was found to be a
better predictor of job performance than job satisfaction (Christian et al., 2011; Mac-
kay et al., 2017). Scholars have used various frameworks to predict engagement,
but the most popular framework is arguably JD-R theory. For recent overviews and
extensions, we refer to Bakker et al. (2023) and Demerouti and Bakker (2023). JD-R
theory can predict a range of well-being indicators (ranging from strain to moti-
vation), but for the purpose of the present chapter we focus on work engagement.
Accordingly, work engagement is most likely when employees face challenging job
demands and have access to a large pool of job and personal resources.

Challenge job demands are all facets of the job that cost considerable effort,
but also offer opportunities for mastery and performance. Examples are task com-
plexity, high responsibility, and deadlines. On the days employees are challenged,
they stretch their skills and invest themselves fully in their work — fostering work
engagement. Whether job demands are challenging is often influenced by subjec-
tive interpretation (Bakker & Sanz-Vergel, 2013). Job resources are all facets of
the job that have motivating potential, facilitate learning and help deal with job
demands (Bakker et al., 2023). Examples are social support and skill variety. When
employees can collaborate well with their colleagues and use a variety of their
skills and talents, they are more likely to feel energized and enthusiastic about their
work. Finally, personal resources refer to employees’ own cognitions — subjective
beliefs regarding how much control they have over their external environment.
Examples are optimism and self-efficacy. JD-R theory predicts, for instance, that
employees who face a deadline are most likely to be engaged when they have
a strong sense of self-efficacy or when there is ample support from others (e.g.,
Hakanen et al., 2005). It is the combination of job demands and resources that is
essential for employee work engagement.

JD-R theory also proposes that employees can proactively influence their job
demands and (job and personal) resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014). Bindl and
Parker (2011) argue that proactive behavior involves self-initiated, anticipatory
action aimed at changing either the situation or oneself. Some examples are taking
charge to improve work methods, proactive problem solving, and proactive feed-
back seeking. Employees may also proactively optimize their job design by actively
seeking job challenges and job resources. They may commence a new project, start
networking, or ask colleagues for feedback and support. Such proactive behaviors
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are called job crafting — behaviors that can increase person-job fit and facilitate
meaningfulness and work engagement (Demerouti & Bakker, 2024). Employees
may also identify their personal strengths so that they can start to do what they are
naturally good at (Van Woerkom et al., 2016). In this way, they can increase their
personal resources, including their self-efficacy, resilience, and optimism (Virga
et al., 2023). Personal resources, in turn, help to deal with job demands and foster
work engagement (e.g., Bakker et al., 2023; Bakker & Sanz-Vergel, 2013).

Although the focus in this chapter is on work engagement and performance, it
is important to also consider that employees may feel stressed and unwell. Accord-
ing to the health impairment hypothesis in JD-R theory (Demerouti & Bakker,
2011), repeated exposure to (severe) job demands will lead to increased levels of
strain (e.g., exhaustion, anxiety), which may first lead to minor (e.g., neck pain,
stomach aches), and then to more serious health complaints (e.g., Type-2 diabetes,
cardiovascular disease). Moreover, based on the theory, employees may enter a
loss cycle in which the strain caused by job demands leads to maladaptive and
self-undermining behaviors (e.g., making mistakes, creating conflicts) that result in
even higher job demands. It is under these unfavorable conditions that employees
are most in need of but are least inclined to proactively mobilize their job and per-
sonal resources (Bakker & De Vries, 2021; Roczniewska & Bakker, 2021). This is
a paradox with important implications for work engagement interventions — as will
be discussed in more detail later.

Organizational Level Interventions

Since job design is so important for employee work engagement, several attempts
have been made to use organization-level interventions to optimize job demands
and resources. A top-down job redesign approach necessitates a collaborative
effort from organizational leaders who advocate the intended change and human
resources (HR) professionals who enable the change. The redesign project ideally
starts with an organization-wide assessment of job characteristics and levels of
work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014). Comparing the mean levels of
specific job demands and resources in departments and teams will help identify
specific targets for job redesign. HR professionals may discuss job demands and
resources in workshops with department and team leaders, and facilitate a discus-
sion of relatively low, medium, or high levels of workload, emotional demands,
social support, autonomy, and other demands and resources (Bakker & Demerouti,
2024). In this way, leaders are supported in making an accurate diagnosis of their
own teams’ job design, which forms the basis for possible interventions.

Holman and Axtell (2016) investigated the impact of a participative job rede-
sign intervention in a call center. Representatives identified the most important
tasks and obstacles and generated ideas about how to optimize job demands and
resources. Results showed that the experimental job redesign intervention influ-
enced a range of important organizational outcomes (i.e., employee well-being,
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psychological contract fulfillment, and supervisor-rated job performance) through
a change in job characteristics. This study is one of 55 promising organization-led
work redesign interventions that were included in the systematic review of Knight
and Parker (2021). This review concluded that work design interventions can lead
to improvements in job resources, with strong evidence for the effectiveness of par-
ticipative work redesign interventions (e.g., Holman & Axtell, 2016) and relational
interventions (e.g., increasing structural social support; Parker et al., 2013).

Another interesting observation in Knight and Parker’s (2021) review is that
almost none of the organization-led interventions aimed to reduce job demands.
However, in line with JD-R theory, the review suggests that the effects of work
redesign interventions are stronger when job demands are high. This was particu-
larly the case for interventions that aimed to increase job autonomy. For example,
Cordery and colleagues (2010) found that an intervention that provided teams with
more autonomy was especially useful for teams working on tasks with high opera-
tional uncertainty. Thus, it appears that organizations can expect larger benefits
from work redesign when these interventions consider both job demands and job
resources.

Team Level Interventions

A handful of studies have offered support for JD-R theory at the team level. These
studies show that higher levels of collective work engagement can be found in
groups that provide access to various job resources such as psychological safety
(Peeters et al., 2022), psychological contract fulfillment (Laulié et al., in press), or
psychological ownership (Martinaityte et al., 2020). Yet, because these studies are
correlational and relate team engagement to other emergent psychological states
it is unclear whether they can inform interventions to increase work engagement
in teams. What could be more useful is to examine collective practices that can be
implemented in teams and transform members’ shared work experiences in ways
that promote energy, enthusiasm, and absorption at work.

To fill this void in the current body of knowledge, Junker et al. (in press) inves-
tigated how agile work practices (AWPs) relate to team engagement. They sam-
pled 110 teams at different stages of an agile transformation program in the digital
service division of a German railway company. Their findings indicate that when
teams make use of AWPs by planning tasks in short “sprint” cycles and approach-
ing goals iteratively, team members experience work engagement more frequently.
Agile taskwork practices were particularly useful for teams working on complex
assignments (e.g., software development or consulting). Approaching tasks in short
iterative goal cycles helps to mobilize cognitive-attentional resources (Lieberum
etal., 2022), encourage proactive work behavior (Junker et al., 2022), and establish
learning routines within teams (Annosi et al., 2020).

The study of Junker and colleagues (in press) also found that agile teamwork
practices such as daily stand-up meetings and retrospective meetings can promote
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team engagement, albeit only when team role conflict is absent. In addition, the
effects of such team reflexivity interventions may be conditional on whether they
lead to improvements in resources such as colleague support and job control. This
is what an intervention study among 73 manufacturing teams in a Chinese factory
suggests. In their nine-week quasi-experimental study, Chen and colleagues (2018)
demonstrated that team reflexivity interventions can help to reduce burnout via
changes in job resources. Although the study of Chen et al. (2018) did not include
work engagement as an outcome, JD-R theory suggests we may find similar effects
(i.e., job resources predict work engagement). In sum, AWPs and other reflexive
team practices (Junker et al., 2023, 2025) represent promising team-based work
engagement interventions, but more research is needed to validate the generaliz-
ability of their effects.

Job Level Interventions

Job crafting refers to the proactive changes employees make in their tasks or
social relationships at work (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001). Task crafting refers
to changing the content of one’s tasks or the order in which tasks are carried out.
Relational crafting refers to actively changing with whom one interacts at work,
for example, spend more time with colleagues one gets along with well. According
to Wrzesniewski and Dutton, employees may also change their perspective of their
job (i.e., cognitive crafting). However, to date, most research has used the JD-R
approach of job crafting, which proposes that employees can proactively optimize
their job demands and resources (Tims & Bakker, 2010). Thus, employees who
experience a misfit between their abilities or preferences and the requirements of
work may optimize their job demands or try to seek new challenges (e.g., start a
new project, take more responsibilities). In a similar vein, employees who want to
satisfy their basic psychological needs of autonomy and relatedness may negotiate
decision latitude and proactively ask for feedback and social support (Bakker &
Oerlemans, 2019). Studies using the JD-R approach of job crafting have shown
that job crafting is related to improved job demands and resources (Holman et al.,
2024). By improving their job demands and resources, individuals increase their
own work engagement, creativity, and performance (Demerouti & Bakker, 2024).
Vogt et al. (2016) also found that job crafting is prospectively related to increases
in personal resources (i.c., psychological capital).

Intervention studies have provided further evidence for these effects and
indicate that job crafting has a causal impact on work design and work engage-
ment. For example, Gordon et al. (2018) conducted two intervention studies in
a Dutch hospital and found that nurses and medical specialists were more likely
to use job crafting after the training intervention. Consequently, they increased
their well-being (work engagement, health, reduced exhaustion), and job perfor-
mance (i.e., adaptive, task, and contextual performance) relative to the control
groups. In a similar vein, Van Wingerden et al. (2016, 2017a, 2017b) showed in
a series of studies among teachers that job crafting interventions had a positive
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impact on personal resources, basic need satisfaction, work engagement, and job
performance. A recent meta-analysis of 14 job crafting intervention studies (Oprea
et al., 2019) showed that employees can learn to proactively increase their own job
challenges and resources and reduce their hindrance job demands. The job crafting
behaviors, in turn, contributed to higher levels of work engagement and improved
contextual performance.

Person Level Interventions

Personal Resources

Personal resources encompass the individual beliefs individuals hold regarding how
much control they can exercise over their work environment (Hobfoll et al., 2003).
These personal resources include optimism, self-efficacy, resilience, and self-esteem
(Xanthopoulou et al., 2009). When employees are optimistic, they expect that the best
will happen, and they are more likely to use an approach orientation to job demands.
When employees feel resilient and self-efficacious, they feel that they can effectively
handle complex work problems and requests of demanding clients — they have the
psychological resources to turn these job demands into a challenge.

Several studies have shown that personal resources can be increased through
training interventions. For example, while the effect size was modest, a study by
Luthans et al. (2008) demonstrated that a brief two-hour web-based training could
enhance personal resources like hope, self-efficacy, optimism, and resilience, col-
lectively referred to as “psychological capital.” Employing a more intense approach,
Demerouti et al. (2011) revealed that a personal effectiveness intervention involv-
ing four 3-hour group training sessions improved self- and other-assessments of
psychological capital and assertiveness. In a comparable vein, Van Wingerden et al.
(2017b) showed that a personal resources intervention comprising three 3-hour
group training sessions enhanced employees’ psychological capital.

JD-R theory proposes that personal resources can be used to deal with job
demands (e.g., Bakker & Sanz-Vergel, 2013). Personal resources can also gener-
ate new job resources and indirectly foster work engagement. Xanthopoulou et al.
(2009) found that employees with higher levels of personal resources reported
more job resources over time (e.g., social support and opportunities for growth).
Employees who feel confident are more likely to seek job resources and negoti-
ate with their supervisor regarding their training opportunities and the timing of
their work. Resourceful employees are therefore more likely to be engaged at work
(Knight et al., 2017).

Interventions that directly build personal resources foster work engagement, as
individual self-evaluations become more positive. When individuals have a more
positive view of themselves, they believe they are able to meet work demands
and achieve their goals despite adversity (Bakker et al., 2023). Individuals who
have developed a sense of self-efficacy and resilience will persevere and continue
to invest themselves in work to achieve their goals (Xanthopoulou et al., 2009).
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Moreover, personal resources training enables employees to leverage their strengths
and better cope with emotional demands. In this way, they can maintain their work
engagement over time (Bakker & Van Wingerden, 2021).

Strengths Use

JD-R theory proposes that employees can also try to discover and more often use
their strengths at work (Bakker & Van Woerkom, 2018). Character strengths refer
to all the things people are really good at — their natural talents (Wood et al., 2011),
such as social skills, creativity, or bravery. When employees use their talent to be
creative — also when there are no creativity requirements, they will be better able
to solve complex work problems and deal with other demands. An employee who
is highly skilled socially could try to more often engage in work tasks that involve
interacting with others. In this way, employees can do what they are naturally good
at. Strength use implies that one chooses tasks that are a good fit with personal
strengths, in this way optimizing job demands and generating personal resources.
Using a weekly diary study among engineers, Van Woerkom et al. (2016) found
that when engineers used their signature strengths, they were more proactive and
self-efficacious, and consequently experienced higher work engagement. Moore
et al. (2024) found that when employees used their strengths in the morning, they
generated more momentary personal resources (e.g., relatedness, competence) at
noon, and consequently performed better in the afternoon.

Many individuals lack self-awareness regarding their inherent strengths, con-
sequently failing to fully realize their potential. Moore et al. (2022) found that
employees were more likely to use their strengths when their organization supported
strengths use and offered opportunities for professional development. Strengths use,
in turn, was related to vitality and learning — particularly when colleagues recog-
nized employees’ strengths. Recent studies have shown that employees can learn
to make better use of their strengths. Harzer and Ruch (2016) used a web-based
intervention to instruct participants to use their four highest character strengths more
often and in new ways at work for four weeks. Relative to a placebo control group,
the intervention group reported increased levels of calling and life satisfaction. The
participants started to see their work as a vocation and thus increased the purpose
and meaning of their work. In a similar vein, Tobias et al. (2023) found that older
(but not younger) employees who learned to use their strengths through an interven-
tion training reported increased vitality and job performance (compared to a control
group). Taken together, this literature suggests that strengths use generates personal
resources with which employees can craft their tasks to stay engaged at work.

Proactive Vitality Management

Proactive vitality management is an individual strategy that employees use to
proactively optimize their own energetic, affective, and cognitive resources
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(Op den Kamp et al., 2018). Thus, a person may intentionally take a walk in the
park to feel energized or take the initiative to meet inspiring others to test new
ideas. Whereas job crafting is about changing the job, proactive vitality manage-
ment is about changing aspects of the self. By taking anticipatory action to manage
their psychological and physical energy, employees can become more capable and
productive in their work. Proactive vitality management is different from work
recovery in that the latter is reactive: in response to work-related strain, individuals
may try to rebuild energetic and affective resources through psychological detach-
ment, relaxation, or mastery experiences. In contrast, when using proactive vitality
management, employees take preemptive measures to conserve and optimize their
energetic, affective, and cognitive resources (e.g., their cognitive flexibility, physi-
cal energy) (Op den Kamp et al., 2023).

Op den Kamp and colleagues (2018) found that employees working in finance,
health care, hospitality industry, and other sectors who proactively managed their
vitality were more creative, particularly when they had good self-insight and when
the organization supported creative ideas. Expanding this study, Bakker et al.
(2020) argued and showed that weekly proactive vitality management was predic-
tive of creativity through weekly work engagement, particularly for employees
with a high (vs. low) learning goal orientation. Moreover, Op den Kamp et al.
(2023) found that proactive vitality management facilitated a state of mindfulness,
which, in turn, facilitated creativity (originality, and fluency). Thus, the proactive
regulation of one’s energy helps paying careful attention to work activities, which
in turn fosters creative work performance.

Employees may trigger their own proactive attempts to be physically active
by using self-nudging. According to nudge theory (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008),
individuals often make their choices on the basis of heuristics. This suggests that
by adjusting the choice architecture of their immediate work or home environ-
ment, individuals may influence their own physical activity (and other relevant
behaviors). In an unpublished ten-day diary study among employees working at a
real estate company, To and Bakker (2018) found that self-nudging was positively
related to physical activity. Employees who reminded themselves to walk, use the
stairs, or proactively talked about their fitness goals with others experienced higher
levels of daily energy and reported better mental health. Interventions to increase
proactive vitality management through training efforts have started but still need to
be empirically evaluated.

Activity Level Interventions

Even with optimized job design, certain daily stressors or events can undermine
employee work engagement. Consider Dr. Brandao, a pediatric surgeon, who found
separating children from their parents before surgery emotionally taxing (The Sun,
2023). To alleviate distress, he introduced superhero costumes, empowering the
young patients to embrace their inner heroes by “flying” into the operating room
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carried by him. This playful approach positively impacted children’s experiences
while bringing joy to medical staff, demonstrating how a creative approach to work
activities can enhance engagement despite challenging circumstances.

Playful work design involves employees proactively introducing elements of fun
and competition into their work activities (Scharp et al., 2023). Through this strat-
egy, employees intentionally alter how tasks are approached and executed, leverag-
ing play to regulate cognitions and emotions and foster active learning (Celestine &
Yeo, 2021). Essentially, playful work design is a proactive cognitive-behavioral
strategy to enhance the interest and meaning derived from work itself. Playful work
design differs from job crafting which operates at a higher-order level (considering
the job as a whole and in relation to the organization; Bindl et al., 2019). In con-
trast, playful work design involves behaviors and thoughts that directly facilitate
task execution (by making specific tasks more interesting, playful, challenging, and
entertaining). Research has indeed shown that job crafting and playful work design
have unique effects on performance (Bakker & Scharp, in press).

Scharp et al. (2021) showed that on the days employees designed their work-
tasks to be more fun, they were better able to cope with emotionally demanding
social interactions, and protect their level of work engagement. In addition, on the
days employees playfully designed their work to be more challenging or competi-
tive, they were better able to deal with monotonous, simple, or repetitive tasks. In
another daily diary study, Scharp et al. (2019) showed that playful work design
facilitated daily work engagement and creativity. Moreover, they found that trait
openness and trait playfulness strengthened the impact of designing fun and com-
petition on work engagement (and indirectly on creative performance), indicat-
ing that some individuals are better able to benefit from playful work design than
others.

Playful work design is a strategy that can be used to increase work engagement
during work episodes, and can be used at the activity level. Consistent with JD-R
theory, recent research has indicated that employees are most engaged and least
exhausted on the days they combine the strategies of designing fun and designing
competition (see, Bakker & Scharp, in press). The reason for this is that one these
days, employees optimize their episodic demands and resources.

Discussion

In this chapter, we presented several possible strategies to increase work engage-
ment. While some of these strategies have received considerable empirical support,
other strategies are promising but need further testing in experimental intervention
research. We distinguished five levels of intervention: (a) organizational level, pri-
marily top-down job design; (b) team level — use of agile work practices; (c) job
level — job crafting, (d) person level — including personal resources, strengths use,
and proactive vitality management; and (e) activity level — playful word design.
We positioned these approaches in JD-R theory (Bakker et al., 2023; Demerouti &
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Bakker, 2023) and described how the various interventions contribute to work
engagement, performance, and other individual and organizational outcomes. We
will now use this section to discuss how a tailored approach and blends of interven-
tions from different levels may facilitate work engagement.

An important starting point for our discussion is that employees who work in
the same organization usually have different abilities, needs, personalities, and
(starting) levels of work engagement. In most interventions, such differences are
largely ignored. Top-down job redesign interventions ideally start with assessing
the overall levels of job demands and resources to make an adequate diagnosis of
the work design of teams, departments, and the organization at large (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2014, 2018). On the basis of such an assessment, it can be determined
which job demands and resources in different parts of the organization need to be
optimized. The top-down intervention could take the form of participative job rede-
sign, in which employees, leaders, and experts identify the most important events,
tasks, and obstacles and generate ideas about how to optimize job demands and
resources in the organization. Research has shown that such an intervention can
be effective (Holman & Axtell, 2016). However, this approach overlooks possible
differences within teams and departments. It is well conceivable that in the same
department some employees are highly engaged and have access to an abundance
of job resources such as social support, feedback, and skill variety, whereas others
are less engaged because they hardly have access to these resources. By looking
at team averages, such differences cannot be observed. Differences within teams
and departments could be due to the existence of subgroups of workers in the same
team. There may be low vs. high interdependency between team members, low
vs. high frequency of contact (e.g., depending on agile teamwork), or differential
treatment by the team leader, to name only a few possible reasons. Thus, even
when a top-down intervention is based on a robust diagnosis (validated question-
naires, reliable indicators), a one-size-fits-all approach may only be effective to a
limited extent. We argue that top-down interventions should always be combined
with bottom-up interventions to maximize their effectiveness in improving work
engagement (cf. Kompier et al., 2000).

Blends Are Better

Although bottom-up interventions such as job crafting are typically tailored to
individual participants’ needs, abilities, and preferences (Demerouti & Bakker,
2024), individual participants’ levels of work engagement are usually not taken
into account when designing the intervention. Thus, an employee who participates
in a job crafting training may learn how to identify the personally most important
job demands and resources, and then set personal goals regarding how to opti-
mize those demands and resources through job crafting. As another example, a
participant in a strengths use intervention may learn to recognize and actively use
their character strengths, for example frequently use their creativity and social
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skills in new ways in order to feel self-efficacious and be engaged. However, when
considering the starting level of work engagement, one will find out that some
employees are highly engaged, others show average levels of work engagement,
and a third group may be low on engagement. Accounting for beseline levels of
work engagement is crucial, because job crafting and strengths use do cost effort
and energy (Bakker & Oerlemans, 2019). Moreover, disengaged employees are
less likely to benefit from the proactive work behaviors they learn in a training
(Bakker, 2018; Bakker & De Vries, 2021).

Some previous studies have suggested that combining multiple proactive work
behaviors can produce synergistic benefits for well-being. For example, Seppéla
et al. (2020) discovered that while decreasing hindrance job demands alone led to
decreased engagement over time, this negative impact was counterbalanced when
employees simultaneously increased their challenge job demands. This finding
suggests that a blend of proactive strategies, such as minimizing hindrances while
actively seeking challenges, can have a complementary effect on sustaining high
levels of work engagement. In a similar vein, Zacher et al. (2014) found that pri-
oritizing important work goals (selection) was especially predictive of daily work
engagement when employees simultaneously invested resources to attain those
goals (optimization). Additionally, Dysvik et al. (2013) found that simultaneously
satisfying multiple basic psychological needs yielded the highest level of intrin-
sic motivation. These findings further highlight how integrating complementary
proactive strategies can amplify positive outcomes like engagement through their
mutually reinforcing effects.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we discussed various strategies to improve work engagement. We
argued that organizational scholars and practitioners should use a combination of
top-down and bottom-up interventions, and may use a blend of interventions to
foster work engagement and reap other benefits. We have theory and validated
instruments to find out which interventions will be most beneficial for which
employees. Now it is time to use this knowledge to effectively foster engagement
in the workplace.
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