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Abstract

This conceptual article attempts to trace the conceptual evolution of employee 
experience over the years. The article focuses on the changes in employee expe-
rience in response to the changes in the nature of work and the workplace. This 
article may inspire future researchers to explore variations in employee experi-
ence, and the factors contributing to the same. Practitioners and organisations 
can benefit by understanding and managing employee experience based on the 
nature of work and the workplace. We hope these insights enable managers to 
accentuate the employee experience in organisations.

Keywords

Employee experience, alienation, engagement

Received 06 January 2023; accepted 26 February 2024

Introduction

Employee experience has always been important for organisations. This is 
reflected in recent research on employee experience (e.g., Farndale & Kelliher, 
2013; Malik et al., 2022; Tucker, 2020). The work and workplace—two major 
contributors to employee experience—have been changing over the years 
(Nuvolari, 2019; Von Tunzelmann, 2003). This article traces how employee expe-
rience has been captured under different paradigms of the changing nature of 
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work. It further attempts to identify the conceptual evolution (Boxenbaum & 
Jonsson, 2017; Mahoney & Deckop, 1986) of ‘Employee Experience, Alienation 
and Engagement’ (Welch, 2011), and prevent potential conceptual proliferation 
(Morrow, 1983; Nikolaidis, 2020).

Era of Alienation

The industrial revolution at the beginning of the 20th century led to the emergence 
of large organisations with a greater workforce performing specialised tasks 
(Nuvolari, 2019; Von Tunzelmann, 2003). The increased task specialisation led to 
the separation of the producer (i.e., worker) from the produce (i.e., work), leading 
to employees experiencing alienation (Blauner, 1964; Seeman, 1959). 

It was largely the thinkers and researchers (e.g., Erikson, 1986; Goffman, 
1957; Seeman, 1959) who were interested in and concerned about the employees 
experience in the workplace—which was largely reflected in the concept of alien-
ation. The practitioners and organisations seemed less concerned—perhaps owing 
to the availability of slaves as workers, individual production-linked wages and 
utter disregard for the employee experience at the workplace. 

Workplaces have conditions that alienate workers rather than engage them 
(Kanungo, 1979). Inability to engage in meaningful tasks results in emotional 
unavailability and apathy towards work (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). Employees 
across sectors experience alienation (Gerth & Mills, 1946). The focus of employ-
ers in this era was on manual labour, and they did not care about the experience of 
employees. Alienation and involvement (i.e., engagement) impact the quality of 
experience at work (Kanungo, 1983). 

Alienation comprises five dimensions: powerlessness, meaninglessness, nor-
mlessness, isolation and self-estrangement (Seeman, 1959, 1967). These dimen-
sions have been measured in various contexts (e.g., health care professionals) 
using different scales (Kartal, 2018; Marques et al., 2022; Rayce et al., 2018). 

Era of Engagement

Towards the second half of the 20th century, manufacturing processes transitioned 
from being labour-intensive to leveraging managerial decision-making and 
collaboration (Von Tunzelmann, 2003). Many organisations had transitioned from 
production-based wages to time-based wages, necessitating increased produc-
tivity (Voth, 1996). Organisations needed employees to be more productive during 
work hours and to apply their whole selves to the workplace. In this era, practi-
tioners and researchers were concerned about the (lack of) positive employee 
experience at the workplace—captured by the concept of employee engagement 
(Kahn, 1990).

Employee engagement is defined as ‘the harnessing of organization members’ 
selves to their work roles’ (Kahn, 1990, p. 694). This reflects the increasing expec-
tations of organisations from employees to provide not only their bodies and 
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minds to their organisations, but also immerse their hearts in their work. The 
feeling of identification with the job was found to be lacking when employees 
were alienated from their work (Seeman, 1967). Employees who do not experi-
ence meaninglessness are more engaged in their work (Han et al., 2021). 
Meaningful tasks are a means of reinstating employee involvement and motiva-
tion for their work (Seeman, 1972).

Engagement is characterised by vigour, dedication and absorption (Schaufeli  
et al., 2002). Vigour encompasses having a resilient mind along with an energetic 
and unrelenting approach towards their work. Dedication involves being excited 
and experiencing pride towards one’s tasks. Absorption can be described as being 
completely engrossed and involved in the tasks at hand without consideration of 
time (Schaufeli et al., 2002). 

Engagement can be associated with experiences at work and is predicted by 
positive emotions such as hope (Ouweneel et al., 2012). Engagement is a positive 
state of well-being and fulfilment (Bakker & Leiter, 2010). Engaged employees 
are emotionally attached to their organisation (Kompaso & Sridevi, 2010).

Era of Experience 

The 21st century is marked by the age of information and technology. Technology 
has permeated all aspects of life, including work. The extensive use of technology 
has enabled employees to work from anywhere (i.e., no fixed workplace) at any time 
(i.e., no fixed work hours). Employee experience includes a gamut of feelings  
experienced by the employee towards their employer (Tucker, 2020). Employee 
experience focuses on daily interactions within the organisation, which includes 
tacit as well as practical experience of employees (Artusi & Bellini, 2022). Employee 
experience involves employees’ perception, which includes their physical and 
psychological well-being obtained from their work (Kong et al., 2019).

Usage of technology and the resultant change in nature of work enabled the 
application of artificial intelligence (AI) in human resources (HR) practices to 
enhance employee experience (Malik et al., 2022; Pillai et al., 2024). Employee 
experience surveys, along with traditional engagement tools, are being used by 
practitioners across different sectors to achieve positive engagement outcomes 
(Tucker, 2020). The introduction of AI tools such as chatbot to enhance employee 
experience is an upcoming HR practice (Pillai et al., 2024). AI-assisted HRM 
applications are found to improve employee experience as well as enhance pro-
ductivity (Malik et al., 2022).

Conceptual Evolution and Proliferation

Alienation and engagement are variations of the same core concept about 
employees’ states of mind (Pati & Kumar, 2015). Alienation and engagement are 
two different perspectives on the same phenomenon (Kanungo, 1979, 1982, 1983, 
1990; Mendonca & Kanungo, 1994; Sanaria, 2013). Researchers focused on 
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alienation at the beginning of the 20th century and engagement in the second half 
of the 20th century, owing to the changing nature of work and the workplace. 
Sociological and psychological influences in varied cultural contexts and different 
temporal eras have resulted in variations in research focus between alienation and 
engagement (Kanungo, 1979).

Employee experience is the employee’s psychological perspective relating to 
employee engagement at work (Lemon, 2019). Employee engagement and aliena-
tion are found to measure empirically similar experiences (Pati & Kumar, 2015). 
Hence, employee engagement and alienation seem to represent negative and posi-
tive aspects of employee experience, which is a holistic perspective of the employ-
ees’ perception regarding work (Artusi & Bellini, 2022).

Based on the above discussion, we suggest that the concepts of alienation and 
engagement are different ways of capturing negative and positive aspects of 
employee experience, respectively. Therefore, concepts of employee experience, 
alienation and engagement (Welch, 2011) seem to be a result of conceptual evolu-
tion (Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2017; Mahoney & Deckop, 1986) across eras. Using 
these concepts in current times may lead to concept proliferation (Morrow, 1983; 
Nikolaidis, 2020).

Conclusion and Contribution 

Researchers are attempting to revive earlier concepts (e.g., alienation and engage-
ment) (Rathee & Sharma, 2019; Shantz et al., 2015). As an alternative, researchers 
can focus on the commonalities and differences amongst them to avoid proliferation 
(Morrow, 1983; Nikolaidis, 2020). This article may inspire future researchers to 
explore variations in employee experience, and factors contributing to the same. 
Practitioners and organisations can benefit from understanding and managing 
employee experience based on the nature of work and the workplace. We hope these 
insights enable managers to accentuate the employee experience in organisations.
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