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Abstract: The COVID-19 outbreak resulted in protracted lockdowns, causing businesses to recon-

sider keeping their operations running smoothly without interruption. Employee engagement has 

played a critical role in achieving this. This research aimed to see what strategies business organi-

zations use to keep their employees significantly engaged during the pandemic. A systematic re-

view of empirical studies conducted between 2020 and 2022 is synthesized. The review revealed 

that offering mental relief care and resilience were the most preferred approaches to enhance em-

ployee engagement. Competency building, demonstrating employee empathy, and directing expec-

tations helped in job engagement. The review offers insight and implications for organizations and 

policymakers on strategizing engagement policies and maintaining the well-being of their employ-

ees in tough times. Finally, the review established a call for future research agenda. 
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1. Introduction 

Due to the nature of COVID-19, shops and offices had to close regularly. Travel was 

also restricted, and personnel had to be managed remotely [1]. The new ways of working 

made decision-making more difficult for managers in engaging employees to do their jobs 

[1]. The new working methods had the consequences of isolation, blurring work-family 

boundaries, and a higher risk of domestic violence [2]. Life-saving operations such as 

health care, emergency services, and other similar operations continued using traditional 

methods. Employees in those services had longer working hours and fewer rest breaks, 

which created stress, anxiety [3], low motivation, emotional exhaustion, the perception of 

risk, depression, burnout, and suicidal thoughts [2,4,5]. Stress connected to COVID-19 can 

cause physical symptoms such as gastrointestinal problems, hunger, weight fluctuations, 

dermatological reactions, and exhaustion symptoms [2]. Other bodily symptoms include 

cardiovascular illness, musculoskeletal issues, headaches, and other inexplicable aches 

and pains of COVID-19-related stress [2]. These can lower employee engagement [2,6,7]. 

Employee engagement is a feeling of enthusiasm, dedication, and absorption associ-

ated with work and is pleasant and fulfilling [8]. It induces employees to be energetic, 

passionate, and involved mentally, physically, and emotionally [9] toward positive or-

ganizational outcomes [10,11]. They include higher individual performance [10], financial 

performance, productivity, sales, and customer satisfaction [12,13]. Moreover, employee 

engagement predicts well-being, greater life satisfaction, retention [12], and reduced turn-

over intention [14,15]. Various causes of employee engagement include perceived organ-

izational support [16–18], internal communication [19–21], and human resource 
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development activities [22,23], such as training opportunities, career development oppor-

tunities, and developmental performance appraisal [24]. The psychological capital (self-

efficacy, hope, optimism, positive mindset, and resilience) [18,25,26], leader-member re-

lationship [27], transformational leadership style [28,29], the different causes of work-fam-

ily conflict [30], jobs crafting [31], and CSR activity participation increase meaningfulness 

and a sense of purpose [32], causing employee engagement. All these causes are addressed 

by the job demand resource model (JDR) [33], resource-based view [34], and social ex-

change theory (SET) [35,36] which postulates that providing more resources increases em-

ployee engagement [37,38]. 

Despite its drawbacks, COVID-19 has undergone a transition rooted in human expe-

rience, and many lessons have been learned. One such lesson is boosting employee en-

gagement, which should not be disregarded. Notably, the employee engagement level in 

2019 and 2020, when the pandemic peaked globally, was 21% [39]. It has been slightly 

improved compared to the employee engagement rate of 19% in 2018, before the pan-

demic [39]. Experts say this increase has resulted from innovative practices evolved 

through the practices of managers during the pandemic [40]. Some of these cutting-edge 

practices claim that increased communication and the fostering of emotional bonds be-

tween workers and their leaders have increased employee engagement [1,41]. Apart from 

that, what other best practices have been experienced and learned in increasing employee 

engagement? What is the knowledge in the empirical landscape regarding employee en-

gagement in COVID-19? It is interesting to study the empirical investigations on how or-

ganizations have dealt with the employee engagement challenge in COVID-19. Research-

ers have found a recent estimate that a COVID-19-like pandemic is 38% likely to strike in 

a person’s lifetime [42]. This estimate includes the likelihood of devastating epidemics 

emerging each year could increase threefold in the coming decades [42,43]. Finding and 

synthesizing them may help employee engagement initiatives in similar pandemics. Ad-

ditionally, the findings may help to practice them in the new normal to maintain a higher 

level of employee engagement, as global disengagement is still high, at 80% [39]. Besides, 

findings may be helpful as there is proven evidence that increased engagement results in 

favorable outcomes like improved employee commitment, wellbeing, productivity [13,40], 

and higher performance in organizations [12,44]. 

This study mainly focused on the empirical literature published during the 2019 and 

2022 periods. We synthesized employee engagement practices investigated referring to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. To our understanding, there are limited systematic literature 

reviews on employee engagement practices during a pandemic, particularly concerning 

COVID-19. There may be related findings from review studies concerning other earlier 

pandemics. They cannot, however, be connected to COVID-19 because it took place in a 

different socio-technical environment than the ones that exist today. In order to identify 

the practices for employee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic, we therefore car-

ried out a systematic literature review. The objectives of the study were: (1) to find out the 

common practices driving employee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic found 

in the empirical research landscape; (2) to find out what practices are not common in the 

research landscape for driving employee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic; 

and (3) to provide research areas need more attention in the research landscape on meth-

ods driving the employee engagement. 

Addressing the first and second objectives and the themes developed based on the 

empirical findings may imply validating the theoretical groundings, finding evidence for 

testing the hypothesis, and developing measurement instruments. Similarly, the themes 

developed regarding the first and second objectives imply the application to drive em-

ployee engagement in organizations in similar pandemic situations and the new normal. 

Addressing the third objective may imply that the researchers develop conceptualizations 

based on such themes and empirically investigate their validity.  
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The study’s methodology and results are summarized in the manuscript’s following 

parts. The Section 2 explains the systematic process used to conduct and analyze the liter-

ature review. The findings of the study are described in the results and findings section. 

Study selection, study characteristics, study outcomes, and reporting biases are the four 

sections that make up this section. The discussion, conclusion, practicality, and research 

implications are then listed one after the other. 

2. Methods  

2.1. Study Selection Process and Methods 

The study used the Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology. Since the “Pre-

ferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses” (PRISMA) are pre-

ferred for SLRs [45], it was used for framing article selection and reporting the findings. 

Typically, a prior protocol must be created for the SLRs, highlighting the inclusion criteria 

of articles and analysis methods [45]. Thus, we designed a protocol before the article 

search and used the PRISMA framework for article selection. The PRISMA has three 

stages, “Identification”, “Screening”, and “Included”, to be completed to include the arti-

cles.  

Making decisions about search terms, search criteria, databases, and data extraction 

techniques fall under the category of “the identification stage”. Thus, the search terms of 

the current study were Employee Engagement and COVID-19. The search criteria were 

developed based on the similar terms of two keywords of Employee Engagement and 

COVID-19 using “AND” and “OR” operatives. The keywords used were “Employee En-

gagement”, “Work Engagement”, “COVID-19”, “COVID-19 Pandemic”, and “Corona Vi-

rus”. Scopus, EBSCOHost, and LENS.ORG were used to search the articles. The relevant 

articles were identified from the initial results using the default limiting options of the 

databases. To identify the articles at the identification stage, we used the inclusion criteria 

as “Final Journal Articles” in “English” produced based on “Empirical Studies” relating 

to “Employee Engagement” or “Work Engagement” in “COVID-19” during “2020–2022”. 

As COVID-19 happened after 2020, it is reasonable to take the articles published during 

2020–2022. The “empirical journal articles” at a final level were chosen because they are 

suggested for SLRs [46]. They ensure sufficient methodological uniformity to generate 

relevant results that satisfy internal validity [47]. 

The “PRISMA flow diagram” requires the identified articles must be screened based 

on the inclusion criteria. The screening process included automatic screening using data-

base options, manual screening by independent assessors, retrieval of bibliometric data 

from articles in an Excel file, manual assessment of each article’s methodological eligibility, 

and downloading the full versions of each screened article. Both in automatic and manual 

screening, the articles that did not meet the inclusion criteria were removed [48–51]. Fig-

ure 1 depicts the full article selection process, and Section 3.1 explains the number of ex-

cluded articles and their reasons. 
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram. 

2.2. Study Risk of Bias Assessment 

The reviews’ quality is decreased due to the bias of the researchers who chose and 

analyzed the articles [52]. As a result, review protocols, systematic, objective article selec-

tion techniques, and analytic methods [52,53], as well as parallel independent appraisal of 

articles by two or more researchers [54], are all necessary to eliminate bias in article selec-

tion and analysis. Thus, adhering to all such requirements eliminated the risk of bias in 

the papers. 

2.3. Methods of Analysis 

The information in the Excel sheet was then loaded into the Biblioshiny and 

VOSviewer software to generate outputs for the bibliometrics analysis. Mainly, the 

VOSviewer was used to build the keyword co-occurrence network visualization, a com-

ponent of bibliometric analysis. It was used to address the first and the second objectives. 

The first objective was to find the common practices driving employee engagement dur-

ing the COVID-19 pandemic found in the empirical research landscape. The second ob-

jective was to find out what practices are not common in the research landscape for driv-

ing employee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Bibliometrics analysis is a quantitative technique for evaluating scientific activities in 

research [55,56]. It provides two types of analysis: (1) an examination of scientific produc-

tion; and (2) scientific maps [57]. The scientific mapping describes the research’s organi-

zation, development, and significant participants [58]. These maps, also known as biblio-

metric networks, are made using various pieces of information from an article, referred to 

as a basis of analysis [59]. Thus, keywords are the most popular basis of analysis as they 
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represent an article’s primary content for creating bibliometric networks. Many links in 

these networks can be built using the co-occurrence of keywords in article [55]. The “key-

word co-occurrence network visualization” feature of the VOSviewer maps out these links. 

The network visualization must be normalized to relativize the connection between 

the keywords to get crucial knowledge about the subject being studied. As a result, the 

VOSviewer constructs a network in two dimensions by default, using the association 

strength normalization [60]. Strongly linked keywords are represented in that space by 

circle points close to one another, while weakly related keywords are represented by circle 

points far away [61]. The circle points were then assigned by the VOSviwer into a network 

of clusters, with circle points with a high correlation being grouped [62]. VOSviewer em-

ploys colors in such clusters. 

Consequently, a cluster may stand for a common theme. Finding the common themes 

helped address the first objective. The second objective was addressed using the themes, 

which were not common, identified from the same keyword co-occurrence analysis 

The density visualization analysis resulting from keyword co-occurrence analysis is 

another bibliometric analysis. It was used to address the study’s third objective: to provide 

research areas that need more attention in the research landscape on methods driving em-

ployee engagement. 

The default color scheme in keyword density visualization at each place ranges from 

blue to green to red [61]. The position color becomes red as the number of nearby key-

words and their position weight increase [61]. The closer the location color is to blue, the 

fewer nearby keywords and the lighter their weight. Green indicates an average keywords 

in a position in the map. Accordingly, we thus searched for keywords that were within 

the blue or green area to address the second objective.  

The software also generated “Background information of the included articles for the 

review”, “annual article production”, “the sources articles published”, and “country-wise 

article publications”. The review’s article set profile was to be explained by them. Bibli-

oshiny of R generated the first three outputs, and VOSviewer generated the final output. 

3. Results and Analysis 

3.1. Study Selection 

We found 172 articles during the identification stage, as shown by the PRISMA flow 

diagram. After that, nine duplicate articles were deleted. The total articles then came 

down to 163. The databases’ automatic screening feature deleted articles published before 

2020–2022 and conference proceedings. Then, there were 140 articles retained.. As we 

wanted to incorporate the “empirical articles”  in the “final stage” published in “journals” 

in “English-language”, we downloaded the remaining articles as an MS Excel file. The file 

contained information about article’s title, abstract, keywords, authors’ names and affili-

ations, journal name, citation counts, and the year of publication. 

Afterwards, each article was independently read by this study’s authors and manu-

ally screened against the criteria for including the articles. If there were conflicts over in-

clusion, they were settled through negotiation and agreement among the authors. They 

found qualitative studies (n = 10), qualitative reviews (n = 1), perspectives (n = 3), and 

articles irrelevant to the review topic (n = 49). They were also removed as they did not 

comply with the criterion “empirical studies.” Then the full version of the remaining 77 

articles were downloaded for the “eligibility assessment.” 

The eligibility assessment is done to assess each article's methodological quality, 

which is usually assessed by setting an acceptable threshold level for methodological 

quality[48]. Articles that adhere to the acceptable threshold level are included, while those 

that do not are excluded [48]. Accordingly, the acceptable threshold level was “the empir-

ical studies that employed quantitative techniques”. If there was any argument about the 

inclusion on this this acceptable threshold level  it was resolved through consensus 
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between the authors. From this assessment, the authors found articles on case study (n = 

4), qualitative analysis (n = 09), unclear methodology (n = 1), and essential methodological 

information not available (n = 3), which were removed. In the end, 60 articles were kept 

for the review. Thearticle selection process depicts in Figure 1. 

3.2. Study Characteristics  

Table 1 provides some background information on the articles that were reviewed. 

Accordingly, the review included 60 articles published in 36 journals from 27 countries. 

There were 2721 references and 213 keywords, and their findings were used for the review. 

The annual article production is shown in Figure 2, revealing that the number of published 

articles has increased during the period. Figure 3 shows the sources of the articles. It sum-

marizes the 20 journals that published the highest number of related articles out of 36 

journals. Thus, the International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health (10 

articles), Frontiers in Psychology (six articles), and Journal of Applied Psychology (five 

articles) reported having the highest number of publications. Instead, Figure 4 shows 

countries that have produced articles on the current study’s area. It summarizes how each 

country is interdependent with the other. In particular, the nodes in the Figure 4 denotes 

the number of occurrences. Thus, Figure 4 reveals that the USA (11 articles), China (11 

articles), Spain (five articles), and Germany (three articles) are leading in the number of 

publications. 

Table 1. Background information of articles included for the review. 

Description Results 

Timespan 2020:2021 

Sources (Journals) 36 

Documents (articles) 60 

Average years from publication 0.194 

Average citations per document 3.984 

Average citations per year per doc 2.806 

References 2721 

Author’s Keywords (DE) 213 

Authors 286 

Countries  27 

Source: Authors’ construct, 2022. 

 

Figure 2. Annual article production. 
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Figure 3. The sources the articles published. 
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The keyword co-occurrence density visualization addressed the second objective, which 

was to find out what practices are not common in the research landscape for driving em-

ployee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is explained in Section 3.3.2. 

3.3.1. The Practices Common in Research for Driving Employee Engagement during 

COVID-19 Pandemic  

The keyword co-occurrence network visualization generated by the VOSviwer soft-

ware was used in this task. The frequency of their occurrence and co-occurrence can reflect 

the areas focusing on a particular field of investigation. Hence, a higher occurrence of a 

specific keyword is treated as a common area tested [49,61]. Accordingly, to find out the 

common areas investigated, we gradually increased the number of keywords in the soft-

ware until the threshold level of keywords came to a level that covered more keywords. 

Different threshold keyword levels were obtained when the minimum occurrences in-

creased one by one, starting from one. Table 2 shows the number of keywords that co-

occurred at different levels of minimum occurrences. The co-occurrence here means that 

an area represented by a keyword has been tested the minimum number of times. Hence, 

as given in Table 2, 213 keywords have been tested at least once. Only three keywords 

have been tested a minimum of six or more times. As there were 15 keywords reported at 

a minimum of three or more investigations, we decided to take them for review. We fi-

nally refined nine of these 15 keywords by removing unnecessary ones such as country or 

quantitative study with the software, shown in Table 3. 

Table 2. Keyword occurrences at different levels. 

Occurrences 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Number of keywords 213 42 15 10 5 3 

Source: Authors’ construct, 2022. 

Table 3. Top keywords co-occurred in studies. 

Keyword Occurrences 

Work Engagement 34 

COVID-19 28 

Mental Health 5 

Work from Home 4 

Resilience 4 

Nurses 3 

Source: Authors’ construct, 2022. 

Accordingly, Table 3 shows the keyword tested at least three times or more, indicat-

ing that they are the keywords that have gained the attention of the researchers during 

the period. As the information is given in Table 3, work engagement and COVID-19 have 

been the highest occurrences in studies. Having the highest occurrences for such key-

words is practical, as we targeted employee engagement research in COVID-19. Thus, we 

excluded those two terms for the detailed analysis as they were the subjects of our analysis. 

It also reveals that work engagement is the term researchers have used; even the term is 

interchangeably used with employee engagement in the literature. Other than that, the 

other keywords in Table 3 were targeted for the review.  

The keyword co-occurrence network visualization in Figure 5 shows the keyword by 

circles connecting each keyword. The circles’ size in the map denotes the number of oc-

currences. Thus, the higher the number of occurrences, the larger the circle’s size 

[50,51,60,61,63]. Accordingly, employee engagement and work engagement are denoted 

in larger circles. The rest of the keywords are denoted in circles depending on the 
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frequency of their occurrences. Hence, the size of the circle in the visualization further 

confirms the information in Table 3. The circles in the map in Figure 5 are in three red, 

green, and blue clusters. Thus, each cluster includes keywords likely to represent the same 

topic [50,51,62,64]. Hence, as shown in Table 4, the red, green, and blue clusters reflect 

common themes such as “mental health risks of employees”, “social and organizational 

support”, and “resilience and work arrangements”, respectively, which are explained in 

detail as follows. 

 

Figure 5. Keyword co-occurrence network visualization. Note: total keywords-213, total keywords 

more than 3 occurrences-6, clusters-3, links-10. 

Table 4. Keywords categorize into clusters. 

Clusters Keywords 

Red  COVID-19, Mental Health, Work Engagement 

Green Resilience, Work from Home 

Blue Nurses 

Source: Authors’ Construct, 2022. 

The Red Cluster-Providing Mental Health Care 

Research has been conducted to determine the factors associated with employees’ 

mental health and work attitudes due to misinformation threats, the lack of facilities and 

support provided, and the feeling of the virus getting infected during the COVID-19 pan-

demic. Thus, employee mental health risks such as negative emotions (e.g., loss of hope 

and fears) and perceived job constraints [65] are factors in lowering employee engagement. 

Moreover, anxiety [66,67], depression [68], stress [65,68], distress [69–71,71], and worrying 

about unemployment [72] are significant factors that cause lower employee engagement. 

Specifically, worrying about unemployment was a major risk factor for anxiety, depres-

sion, and insomnia [72] during the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, jobs are an essential part 

of life for any working adult. Being unemployed means, they will lose their source of in-

come, and have no security, which may make them anxious, depressed, and have low 

sleep quality. Instead, most organizations adopt technologies to work from home initia-

tives. Among such technologies, social media use has caused employee fatigue and low-

ered work engagement [66]. Thus, providing mental relief and care is vital in driving em-

ployee engagement. 
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Blue Cluster-Increasing Resilience 

Resilience represents social support (creating self-efficacy, facilitating conditions, 

and support from families and friends [73]) or professional support. They can increase the 

decreased employee engagement due to mental health problems caused by COVID-19 re-

lated health risks [65,66]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the common work arrange-

ment was to work from home; that has been taken into investigation by the researchers. 

Specifically, the factors driving work engagement in working from home were: close com-

munication with superiors; refraining from working long hours; obtaining adequate sleep 

[74]; satisfaction with work-related needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) [75]; 

convenience; and psychosocial safety [76].  

Green Cluster- Boosting Line Employee Morale 

Nurses are critical workers categories who have direct contact with COVID-19 pa-

tients. Their levels of engagement during the pandemic have also been investigated. Thus, 

nurses’ COVID-19 exposure was found to cause high cognitive workload, increased sub-

jective fatigue [77,78], stress (infection control, personal protective equipment (PPE) dis-

comfort [78], and distress [69,70], which caused lower work engagement. Moreover, 

nurses’ perceptions of colleagues’ and hospitals’ low levels of preparedness for COVID-

19 and high levels of family responsibility[79](were found to lower work engagement.  

3.3.2. The Practices Not Common in Research Driving Employee Engagement during the 

COVID-19 Pandemic 

To discover the practices not common in the empirical research to drive employee 

engagement, we used keywords that had less than three occurrences. Thus, Figure 6 

shows the keyword co-occurrence network visualization of one or two occurrences of key-

words in the included articles for review. Since the keywords in the visualization (Figure 

6) have different colored clusters, they were listed in Table 5 and can be regarded as un-

common and infrequently tested practices for employee engagement in the COVID-19 

pandemic. The detailed analysis of the findings related to those keywords found four 

common themes and many employee engagement practices listed in Table 5. 

 

Figure 6. Keyword co-occurrence network visualization for less than two occurrences of keywords. 
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Table 5. Themes created for practices of work engagement. 

Cluster Theme Practices of Employee Engagement  Keyword Source  

1 

Providing 

support  

Employee assistance  
virtual communication platforms [80] 

Employee compensation [81] 

2 
Resource provision for avoiding 

family interference to work 

Family work conflict in working from 

home 
[82] 

7 Facilitating mindfulness  Mindfulness  [83,84] 

10 Reducing technostress  

Social media fatigue [66] 

Mental workload [77] 

Telecommuting  [85] 

12 
Increase Self-confidence   

Mortality salience and COVID-19 anxi-

ety   
[86] 

 social media misinformation [66] 

29 Support  

Perceived social support [71,87] 

Perceived organizational support  [88] 

Supervisor support, coworker support 

with work engagement 
[87] 

Perceived team support, [89] 

Task resources  [71] 

14 

Directing em-

ployees 

Effective Communication  
Informational, relational internal com-

munication  
[90] 

 Communication Quality [91] 

16 
Leadership, teamwork, and flexibil-

ity  

Transformational leadership [91] 

Leaders support  [92] 

Leadership behavior  

[93] Team effectiveness  

Technological flexibility  

21 
Securing a job concerning the gener-

ational characteristics 

Generational characteristics, job inse-

curity 
[94] 

5 

Innovative 

work prac-

tices and com-

petence build-

ing 

Innovative work practices and Com-

petence Building  

Innovative work behavior [87] 

Work-related basic needs (higher com-

petence need satisfaction) 
[75] 

8 
Creating organizational health cli-

mate  

Job crafting [95] 

Leader health mindset 

[96] Perceived organizational health cli-

mate 

11 Work from home  Working from home  [74] 

23 
Job reattachment with safety con-

cerns  

Job reattachment, leader safety com-

mitment 
[97] 

24 Learning organization  Learning organization [98] 

25 
Concern about people who have 

high recovery capacities 
Recovery level [99] 

6 Empathy for 

the employ-

ees’ situations 

Emotional Intelligence  Emotional intelligence [100,101] 

19 Concern for Health and Safety  
Leader safety commitment  [97] 

Perceived psychological safety  [76] 

Source: Authors’ Construct, 2022. 

As per the information in Table 5, the main practices and general themes that drive 

employee engagement were created based on these findings, which are explained below. 
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Providing Support  

Providing support for the employee is essential in driving their engagement toward 

jobs in a pandemic like COVID-19. One way of supporting employees is through “em-

ployee assistance” (cluster 1) since the findings, such as providing virtual communication 

platforms [80] and employee compensation [81], justify it. Almost all organizations prac-

ticed work from home during the pandemic; the family-work conflict has resulted in 

lower employee engagement [82]. Supporting that, “resource provision for avoiding fam-

ily interference to work” (cluster 2) is another way of driving employee engagement. The 

“facilitation of mindfulness” (cluster 7) supports the driver for work engagement. That 

has been proven as mindfulness increases employee engagement [83] and buffers the neg-

ative effect of COVID-19 stressors and employee engagement [84]. Technology-related 

stress like social media fatigue [66], mental workload [77], and telecommuting [85] have 

been found to hinder employee engagement. Thus, “arrangements for reducing techno-

stress” (cluster 10) relating to those drive employee engagement. Increasing “self-confi-

dence” (cluster 12) of employees is another support the organizations can provide as mor-

tality salience, COVID related anxiety [86], and social media misinformation [66] were 

found to reduce employee engagement. Other than that, different kinds of “support” 

(cluster 29), such as perceived social support [71,87], organizational support [88], super-

visor support, coworker support [87], and perceived team support [89], drive work en-

gagement. Instead, providing task resources also helps to increase employee engagement 

[71]. 

Directing Employees  

Directing employees through proper communication, leadership, teamwork, flexibil-

ity, and motivation is vital in getting their engagement in work. Concerning communica-

tion, “effective communication” (cluster 14) can be treated as a way of driving perfor-

mance since investigations have been done on the impacts of informational and relational 

internal communication [90] and communication quality [91] on driving work engage-

ment. Concerning “leadership, teamwork and flexibility” (cluster 16), transformational 

leadership [91], leaders’ support [92], leadership behavior, team effectiveness, and tech-

nological flexibility [93] were the drivers of employee engagement. “Securing jobs con-

cerning the generational characteristics” (cluster 21) helps motivate employees as job in-

security perceptions due to COVID-19 impact lower employee engagement that is highly 

moderated by generation Y than generation X employees [94]. 

Innovative Work Practices and Competence Building 

“Innovative work practices and competence building” (cluster 5) is another crucial 

consideration to drive engagement in a pandemic. Accordingly, the COVID-19 pan-

demic’s drivers of work engagement are innovative work behaviors and meeting work-

related basic needs such as developing technology proficiency at home [75]. Concerning 

innovative work practices, “creating organizational health climate” (cluster 8) is another 

driver for work engagement during the pandemic. Instead, the job crafting complying 

with health guidelines [95], leader health mindset, and employees’ perceived organiza-

tional health climate increased employee engagement [96]. Other than that, generally, 

“work from home” (cluster 11) is the best innovative work practice in a pandemic to pro-

mote employee engagement in work [74]. Moreover, “job reattachment with safety con-

cerns”(cluster 23) is another innovative practice that can be done as research prove that 

job reattachment and employee engagement relationship is moderated by leader safety 

commitment [97]. The “learning organizations” (cluster 24) can quickly adapt to the 

changes in the environment. Hence, it is another innovative practice facilitating work en-

gagement as research found that learning organization drives engagement during the 
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COVID-19 pandemic [98]. Besides, “concern for people who have high recovery capacities” 

(cluster 25) is another practice that can be used in driving employee engagement [99]. 

Empathy for the Employees’ Situations 

Another crucial area for employee engagement in the COVID-19 pandemic is empa-

thy for the employees’ situations. One way for that is being emotionally intelligent, as 

research found that “emotional intelligence”(cluster 6) [100,101] drives the employees’ en-

gagement in COVID-19. Another way is placing much “concern for employees’ health and 

safety” (cluster 19), as researchers have found that leader safety commitment [97] and 

employees’ perceived psychological safety [76] drive engagement towards the jobs.  

3.3.3. The Areas Need More Attention in the Research Landscape on Methods Driving 

the Employee Engagement 

The density visualization map created by the VOSviewer (Figure 7) shows that more 

research is available on the keywords of employee engagement and COVID-19. Other 

than that, there is a shortage of studies regarding the other keywords on the map (Figure 

7). It highlights that the circle points in the map are displayed in red background when 

there is more research on that area. Conversely, it is determined that the research is sig-

nificantly less when a node in the map is denoted in the green background 61. Thus, even 

though more research is available on employee engagement and COVID-19, there is a 

shortage of studies regarding keywords displayed in the green area. Therefore, more re-

search is needed on the keywords in the green area. 

 

Figure 7. Keyword density visualization map for methods common for driving the engagement. 

Besides, the themes in Table 5 and Figure 6 were created depending on one or two 

occurrences of respective keywords. Such a low level of occurrences of keywords indicates 

an insufficiency of findings related to such keywords to generalize. Thus, more research 

is needed regarding the themes in Table 5 and Figure 6. That is further justified by the 

keywords in the green circle points of Figure 8, indicating less research on such keywords 

in the green circle points.  
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Figure 8. Keyword density visualization map for methods not common for driving the engagement. 

4. Discussion  

This systematic literature review was conducted to address three main objectives. 

The first objective was: (1) to find out the common practices driving employee engage-

ment during the COVID-19 pandemic found in the empirical research landscape. It was 

addressed by performing two types of keyword co-occurrence analysis for more than 

three occurrences and less than three occurrences of keywords in articles. The first analy-

sis found three themes; “providing mental health care”, “increasing resilience”, and 

“boosting line employee morale”, which can drive employee engagement in a pandemic.  

Providing mental health care is vital in a pandemic to drive employee engagement 

as employees are subject to mental health risks such as anxiety [66,67], negative emotions, 

perceived job constraints [65], stress [65,68], or distress [69–71,71]. These risks can occur 

during a pandemic due to misinformation threats, lack of facilities and support to prevent 

getting infected with the virus, fear that the virus is getting infected, or worrying about 

unemployment [72]. Providing mental health care in the new normal is vital to employee 

engagement, as these mental health risks can occur from various work-related factors. For 

example, working overtime is associated with increased anxiety and depression [102] 

moreover, work overload, interpersonal problems, frustration at work, organizational 

changes, a threat of job loss, and work-family interface problems cause negative emotions, 

stress, or distress. 

Employee resilience is a flexible and resource-using ability that enables employees to 

cope, adapt and thrive to changes and adversity at work [103]. Remarkably resilient em-

ployees have psychological resources to cope with the changes and challenges at work. 

They view the changes or challenges as more favorable opportunities for learning and 

developing. Thus, their engagement is high [104]. It has been found that employee resili-

ence is strengthened when supported and facilitated by the organization [105]. Thus, in-

creasing resilience through social support (creating self-efficacy, providing facilitating 

conditions, and friends and families support [73]) or professional support is vital to drive 

employee engagement during a pandemic. One professional support is working from 

home through close communication, refraining from long working hours, adequate sleep 

opportunities [74], increase satisfaction by fulfilling work-related needs (provision of au-

tonomy, competence, and relatedness) [75], convenience, and psychosocial safety [76]. 

These practices increase resilience, which promotes employee engagement. All these 
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support forms and facilities can be practiced even in the new normal to increase employee 

engagement. Because resilience is an ability of employees, managers must further try to 

develop this in employees to have more employee engagement.  

During a pandemic, line employees in the health sector play a crucial role. Reduction 

of their cognitive workload, subjective fatigue [77,78], PPE discomfort and infection stress 

[78], and distress [69,70], can increase work engagement in the health sector. Additionally, 

increasing employees’ perception that the organization has been well-prepared for the 

pandemic [79] can increase employee engagement. It implies that boosting the morale of 

any employee whose engagement is low in a pandemic can increase their engagement in 

the job. As noted under the providing mental healthcare, cognitive workload and subjec-

tive fatigue [77,78] can also occur from other factors. It typically can be seen in day-to-day 

employment set up in the new normal. Thus, boosting employees’ morale can also in-

crease employee engagement in the new normal. 

The second objective was to find out what practices are not common in the research 

landscape for driving employee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic. To address 

that, we found four themes relating to practices not common in driving employee engage-

ment. They include “providing support”, “directing employees”, “innovative work prac-

tices”, “competence building”, and “empathy for the employees’ situations”. We found 

various practices driving employee engagement under these themes.  

“Support” that promotes employee engagement can come in many different kinds. 

They include employee assistance [80], resource provision for minimizing family interfer-

ence to work from home [82], and facilitation of mindfulness [83]. Further, arrangements 

for; reducing techno-stress [77], increasing self-confidence [86], supplying task resources 

[71], and reducing techno-stress are also covered. Increasing perceived; supervisory, 

coworker, organizational, social [71,87], and team support [89] can also be considered for 

providing support. All these supports have been proven to be the causes of employee 

engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, providing all these supports in pan-

demic situations can quickly increase employee engagement. Additionally, engagement 

literature highlights that various forms of support are resource provisions to employees 

according to the resource-based view, SET, and the JDR, which can drive employee en-

gagement in normal conditions. Thus, all these supports can be practiced boosting em-

ployee engagement in the new normal.  

“Directing employees” is another theme we derived based on the empirical findings 

for driving employee engagement in the COVID-19 pandemic. Effective communication 

[90,91], transformational leadership [91], leader support [92], teamwork effectiveness, 

flexibility [93], and motivation through securing jobs [94] represent the common theme of 

directing employees. They can be used to drive employee engagement in similar pandem-

ics. Moreover, all the factors categorized under this theme can also be practiced in the new 

normal as the direction of employees utilizing all these factors are usual practices in day-

to-day managerial activities.  

“Innovative work practices and competence building” are novel ways of employee 

engagement that the researchers have proved during the COVID-19 pandemic. Innovative 

work practices include crafting jobs complying with health guidelines [95], motivating 

leader health mindset, increasing employees’ perceived organizational health climate [96], 

and working from home [74]. Moreover, job reattachment with safety concerns [97], be-

coming a learning organization [98], and concern for high recovery capacity people get-

ting work done [99] are other factors that represent innovative work practices. Concerning 

competency building, developing technology proficiency at home [75] is a factor of em-

ployee engagement. Thus, innovative work practices and competency building can be a 

factor for employee engagement in similar pandemics. Moreover, the same factor is prac-

tical for boosting employee engagement in the new normal. 

Another crucial area for employee engagement in the COVID-19 pandemic is empa-

thy for the employees’ situations. Being emotionally intelligent [100,101], being concerned 
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for employees’ health and safety through safety commitment [97], and ensuring employ-

ees’ perceived psychological safety [76] are the ways of being empathetic to employees in 

a pandemic. If superiors show such behavior in similar pandemics, employees can be 

more engaged in their jobs. Additionally, it is possible to instill empathy for employees in 

the context of the factors grouped under this specific theme. 

Considering all these seven themes discussed above (three from more than three oc-

currences analysis and four from less than three occurrences analysis) revealed the prac-

tices for driving employee engagement in a pandemic. They can be considered more real-

istic as all these were synthesized based on the empirical findings. Moreover, all these are 

supported by strong theoretical foundations. For example, the JDR model [33], SET [35,36], 

and resource-based view [34] address that resource provisions to employees can boost 

their engagement levels in the job. Thus, all seven themes in this study highlight the re-

sources provided to employees, whether mental, social, or physical, which were proven 

to be the factors for employee engagement. Since these seven themes are grounded in solid 

theoretical and empirical support, their validity is high. Even though these practices were 

developed for COVID-19, they can, when necessary, be applied to a pandemic and the 

new normal. Although pandemics do not happen every day, these seven practices for 

boosting employee engagement provide practitioners an implication on how to practice 

them in daily life since we have higher disengagement (80%) globally [39]. 

Research Implications  

This research provides implications to the theory, practice, and future researchers. 

Theoretical implications include the seven themes that validate the idea postulated by JDR 

SET and the resource-based view to boosting employee engagement. The seven themes 

are new knowledge promoting employee engagement in a pandemic contributing to the 

literature. Moreover, the seven themes found can be treated as factors for employee en-

gagement in a pandemic and can be incorporated into a conceptual model. The hypothesis 

can be developed for each factor as they have been found based on empirical evidence. 

Thus, the conceptual model may be empirically tested, and the measurement instruments 

for each factor can be developed using the factors clustered under each theme.  

Concerning the findings’ implication to practice, the total of all the empirical studies 

done in two years (2020–2022) is presented in terms of seven themes that drive employee 

engagement. Thus, the practitioners can refer them to drive employees’ engagement in 

their employee setup, particularly during pandemics, and the findings provide insights 

to apply in the new normal.  

As highlighted in Section 3.3.3, regarding the study’s third objective, there are impli-

cations for future research. The keyword density maps in Figures 7 and 8 systematically 

and mathematically identified the areas that need further research regarding the practices 

driving employee engagement in COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, as mentioned in Section 

3.3.3, the seven themes we derived lack generalizability as there were minimal investiga-

tions; we found that current research is no longer enough for established knowledge in 

each area. Thus, (1) “providing mental health care”, (2) “increasing resilience”, (3) “boost-

ing line employee morale”, (4) “providing support”, (5) “directing employees”, (6) “inno-

vative work practices”, and “competence building”, and (7) “empathy for the employees’ 

situations” are the areas for more research. Future researchers can develop conceptual 

framework/s incorporating these themes to test empirically. Notably, the findings catego-

rized under each theme can be used as dimensions in measurement development when 

the themes are investigated empirically.  

5. Conclusions 

The COVID-19 pandemic made organizations rethink how work was carried out 

through their employees. The current study attempted to discover the practices 
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investigated to drive employee engagement during the pandemic. The systematic litera-

ture review methodology was adopted using keyword co-occurrence analysis, a type of 

bibliometric analysis. The employee engagement empirical studies conducted during 

2020–2022 were considered for review. The main objectives were; (1) to find out the com-

mon practices driving employee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic found in 

the empirical research landscape, (2) to find out what practices are not common in the 

research landscape for driving employee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic 

and (3) to provide research areas need more attention in the research landscape on meth-

ods driving the employee engagement. 

Regarding the first objective (addressed in Section 3.3.1), the most common themes 

investigated, the study found that providing mental health care, increasing resilience 

through social support or professional support, and boosting line employee morale in the 

health sector can increase employee engagement. Concerning the second objective (ad-

dressed in Section 3.3.2), the employee engagement practices not common in research, we 

found that providing support, directing employees, innovative work practices, compe-

tence building, and empathy for the employees’ situations can drive employee engage-

ment. By addressing these two objectives, we found seven common themes that drive em-

ployee engagement in the COVID-19 pandemic. As they were no such synthesis regarding 

employee engagement practices in a pandemic, we were able to develop such a synthesis 

for factors driving employee engagement. Those factors can be used for similar pandemics. 

Moreover, they can be practiced even in the new normal, where most of them can be im-

plemented in regular managerial activities as there is still employee engagement is in cri-

sis globally with a higher disengagement level of 80% [39]. 

Finally, the third objective was to find the areas for future research. That was ad-

dressed in Section 3.3.3. Accordingly, we found seven areas for further research on 

whether they drive employee engagement in the pandemic or the new normal. They in-

clude: (1) “providing mental health care”; (2) “increasing resilience”; (3) “boosting line 

employee morale”; (4) “providing support”; (5) “directing employees”; (6) “innovative 

work practices” and “competence building”; and (7) “empathy for the employees’ situa-

tions” as the areas for more research. 
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