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ABSTRACT

Employee engagement has emerged as a central theme in organizational psychology and human
resource management, consistently linked to outcomes such as productivity, innovation, and
employee retention. Traditionally regarded as a reflection of well being and organizational
commitment, engagement is now increasingly examined through the lens of psychological
mechanisms and ethical considerations. This paper traces the historical development of
engagement theory, from early motivational frameworks to contemporary multidimensional
models, and synthesizes the key drivers that sustain engagement, including autonomy, purpose,
land social exchange. It further explores how organizations cultivate and maintain engagement,
while also addressing the risks of instrumentalizing human needs for performance gains. By
integrating insights from motivational theory, behavioral psychology, and organizational
practice, the analysis highlights both the potential and the pitfalls of engagement strategies. The
discussion concludes with ethical reflections and practical recommendations aimed at fostering
authentic, sustainable engagement that enhances organizational outcomes while safeguarding
employees’ psychological integrity and dignity ..

Keywords: Employee Engagement, Motivation, Dark Psychology, Human Resources,

Manipulation

INTRODUCTION:

Employee engagement is often seenas a key factor in how
well organizations perform. Engaged employees are more
likely to put in extra effort, support company goals, and
help create positive workplace environments (Bailey,
Madden, Alfes, and Fletcher, 2015). However,
engagement is not the same as job satisfaction. It is better
understood as a state of active involvement that comes
from meeting important psychological needs and social
expectations (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Blau, 1964). To
encourage this, organizations design jobs, rewards, and
workplace cultures that appeal to needs suchas belonging,
achievement, independence, and purpose (Maslow, 1943;
Herzberg, 1959). These strategies can improve
motivation and well-being, but they can also be misused
if companies focus only on performance and neglect
employee welfare (Kahn, 1990; Bakker & Demerouti,
2008). This paper explores the psychological roots of
engagement, reviews its development over time, and
examines workplace practices that either build genuine
commitment or risk turning human motivation into a tool
for control.

1. Literature Review: An Evolution of Modern
Engagement Theories

Overtheyears,researchers haveexaminedthe less visible,
and sometimes harmful, side of employee engagement.
Their work brought together theories, research findings,
and critical perspectives to show that engagement
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practices can inspire motivation but may also create risks
for employees. By reviewing the evidence, they identified
the main psychological mechanisms that drive
engagement, the conditions that shape its effects, and the
outcomes it produces. This process revealed both
consistent patterns and areas of disagreement, as well as
clear gaps that need further study. The purpose of this
effort was to provide a clear, evidence-based foundation
to guide the thematic review that follows and to set
priorities for future research and organizational practice.
A few of the key studies are outlined below:

Bakker & Demerouti (2007) explained the Job Demands—
Resources (JD-R) model as a flexible framework for
understanding how workplace conditions shape employee
well-being and performance. They argued that job demands,
such as workload and emotional strain, tended to exhaust
energy and increase the risk of burnout, while job resources,
including autonomy, feedback, and social support, enhanced
motivation and engagement. Their review synthesized
evidence for two central processes: a health-impairment
pathway, where excessive demands led to strain, and a
motivational pathway, where resources promoted positive
outcomes. They also demonstrated that resources could
buffer the negative effects of high demands, showing why
employees in similar roles often experienced work
differently. The authors highlighted consistent support forthe
model across occupations but acknowledged important gaps.
They noted the need for stronger causal evidence, more
precise measures of specific demands and resources, and
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greater attention to personal resources and contextual
boundaries. Their work provided a practical and adaptable
framework that not only explained variations in employee
experience butalso pointed to resource-focused interventions
as a way to protect well-being and sustain engagement.

Garrad and Chamorro-Premuzic (2016) explored the
unintended consequences of very high levels of employee
engagement, arguing that enthusiasm and commitment,
when pushed or celebrated without limits, could backfire.
They explained that employees who strongly tied their
identity to the organization often overworked, ignored
personal boundaries, and suppressed concerns in order to
maintain a positive image. Their discussion highlighted how
managers might misinterpret visible enthusiasm as evidence
of'a healthy culture, when in reality it could mask burnout,
silence, and pressure to conform. The authorsillustrated their
arguments with practical examples, showing how
engagement could shift from a source of motivation to a tool
of compliance. However, their account relied largely on
observations and anecdotal evidence rather than systematic
data, which limited the ability to pinpoint when and where
engagement became harmful. They identified important
gaps, including the need for empirical research to measure
thresholds of““too much” engagement, to examine contextual
factors that make harm more likely, and to test interventions
that could balance commitment with employee well-being.
Their work humanized the debate by reminding practitioners
that engagement, while valuable, must be managed with care
to avoid undermining the very people it seeks to empower.

Carse, Griffin and Lyons (2017) investigated whether work
engagement, often celebrated as a positive force, could have
unintended costs for older employees by diverting attention
from health maintenance and retirement preparation. They
explained that the vigor dimension of engagement
encouraged proactive behaviors across both work and life
domains, supporting productivity and activity. However, they
found that high absorption, being deeply engrossed in work,
intensified workplace focus while simultaneously reducing
health-related actions and offering no benefit for retirement
planning. In effect, certain forms of engagement made older
workers more effective in the present but left them less
prepared for long-term well-being. The study relied on
cross-sectional self-report data, which limited causal
conclusions and left open questions about why absorption
undermined healthbehaviors. It also gave limited attention to
contextual factors such as job demands, organizational
support, or caregiving responsibilities that might alter these
effects. Their work humanized the debate by showing that
engagement is not uniformly beneficial and highlighted the
need forlongitudinal research and more nuanced models that
balance immediate productivity with sustainable aging at
work.

Nerstad, Wong and Richardsen (2019) examined whether
very high levels of work engagement could paradoxically
contribute to burnout, and how the surrounding motivational
climate shaped thisrisk. They surveyed more thana thousand
employees across two time points and found evidence of an
inverted U-shaped relationship: engagement generally
supported well-being, but when it became excessive, it was
linked to greater exhaustion and burnout. Their analysis

showed that context mattered specifically, a
performance-oriented climate that emphasized competition
and outcomes intensified the harmful effects of
over-engagement, while a mastery-oriented climate that
encouraged learning and development reduced them. This
highlighted that engagement was notalways an unqualified
good; under certain conditions, it could deplete resources
rather than replenish them. Despite these insights, the study
had limitations. It relied on self-report data, used only two
waves of measurement which restricted causal claims, and
did not establish a clear threshold for when engagement
shifted from beneficial to harmful. Nevertheless, their work
showed that the quality of the motivational climate
determined whether engagement energized employees or
pushed them toward burnout, pointing to the importance of
cultivating supportive, mastery-focused environments.

2. Theoretical Foundations

2.1 Maslow

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs outlines how people move
from meeting basic requirements such as food, safety, and
security to pursuing higher aspirations like belonging,
esteem, and self-actualization. In the workplace, this
framework suggests that organizations must first ensure
fair pay,job stability, and safe conditions before expecting
employees to fully engage with higher-level opportunities
such as meaningful work, personal growth, and
innovation. When these foundational needs are met,
employees are more likely to find purpose and express
creativity. However, if they are overlooked, efforts to
inspire engagement often lose their impact, leaving
motivation fragile. Moreover, threats to psychological
safety—such as job insecurity, poor communication, or
harmful leadership—can create anxiety that prevents
genuine commitment and reduces the effectiveness of
engagement initiatives.

Figure 1: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

A

Self-actualization
personal growth and fulfilment
| A
Esteem needs
achievement, status, responsibilty, reputation
J \
Belongingness and Love needs
family, affection, relationships, work group, etc.
! \
Safety needs
protection, security, order, law, limits, stability, etc.
f 4 \
Biological and Physiological needs
basic Iffe needs - air, food, drink, shelter, warmth, sex, sleep, etc.

ﬁ

Source: © Design Alan Chapman 2001-7, based on
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

2.2 Herzberg

Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory distinguishes between
hygiene factors, which prevent dissatisfaction, and
motivators, which actively foster satisfaction and
engagement (Herzberg, 1959). Hygiene factors such as
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fair pay, safe working conditions, and clear policies are
essential for maintaining stability, but they do not in
themselves generate genuine enthusiasm for work. In
contrast, motivators like achievement, recognition, and
meaningful responsibility are the true drivers of lasting
engagement. Problems arise when organizations rely too
heavily on symbolic motivators—such as awards or
surface-level recognition—while neglecting deeper
structural issues. [f employees face excessive workloads,
outdated systems, or unclear rules, these unresolved
deficits can undermine well-being. In such cases,
engagement may appear strong on the surface but remains
fragile, masking dissatisfaction thathas not been properly
addressed.

Figure 2: Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory
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Source: simplypsychology.org

2.3 Deci & Ryan

Self-Determination Theory explains that people are most
motivated when three basic psychological needs are
satisfied: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When
these needs are met, employees are more likely to engage
out of genuine interest rather than external pressure.
Modern workplace practices such as flexible schedules,
gamified learning, and collaborative platforms are often
designed to support these needs. However, if poorly
implemented, they can have the opposite effect. For
example, flexibility that is paired with hidden monitoring
turns autonomy into a conditional privilege, while training
programs that focus only on individual skills without
fostering social connection fail to meet the need for
relatedness. When autonomy, competence, or relatedness
are offered inconsistently or used mainly as tools of
control, motivation shifts from being self-driven to being
externally regulated. In such cases, engagement is
sustained by rewards or surveillance rather than authentic
commitment.

Figure 3: Self-Determination Theory
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Source: structural-learning.com

2.4 Kahn

Kahn identified three core conditions that make genuine
engagement at work possible: meaningfulness,
psychological safety, and availability. Employees are
more likely to engage when their tasks feel significant,
when they can express themselves without fear of
negative consequences, and when they have the emotional
and mental capacity to contribute. Organizations often try
to strengthen engagement by highlighting mission and
impact, which can enhance a sense of meaningfulness. Yet
meaningful work on its own is not enough if employees
feel unsafe or lack the resources to participate fully.
Practices such as micromanagement, exclusionary
behaviours, or unrealistic workloads undermine safety
and drain emotional energy, making authentic engagement
difficult to sustain. Kahn’s model therefore emphasizes
that engagement depends not only on the value of the
work itself but also on creating supportive, secure, and
well-resourced environments where people can invest
themselves wholeheartedly.

Figure 4: Kahn’s Model

The 3 Types of Employee Engagement

0 EMOTIONAL

EMOTIONAL Employees develop a deep
emotional connection with their
work.

O coanITvE

Employees exhibit intense focus
and deep involvement in their
tasks.

COGNITIVE BEHAVIORAL () BEHAVIORAL

Employees actively participate
and take initiative in their roles.

Source: thrivesparrow.com

2.5 Bakker & Demerouti
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The Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) framework views
engagement as the outcome of balancing what work
requires with the resources employees have to meet those
demands (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008). Job demands such
as heavy workload, emotional strain, or complex tasks can
drain energy, while resources like autonomy, constructive
feedback, social support, and opportunities for growth
help employees stay motivated and resilient. When
resources are available and reliable, they act as buffers,
allowingemployees to sustain vigor, dedication, and focus
even under pressure. However, when demands
consistently outweigh resources, the risk of burnout and
disengagement rises sharply. The framework also
highlights that resources must be credible and consistent
when organizations promise training, mentorship, or
support but later withdraw them, employees experience
frustration and mistrust. Over time, this erodes confidence
in the organization and fosters cynicism. Sustainable
engagement, therefore, depends not only on providing
resources buton ensuring they are stable, dependable, and
aligned with employees’ needs.

Figure 5: Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) framework
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Source: sketchbubbles.com

2.6 Blau

Social Exchange Theory views workplace relationshipsas
reciprocal, where employees respond to genuine support
and fairness with loyalty, effort, and engagement. This
exchange is built on trust and a sense of mutual obligation
rather than purely transactional give-and-take. However,
organizations sometimes create only the appearance of
reciprocity through symbolic gestures—such as surveys,
scripted town halls, or rhetorical “we care” messages—
that lack meaningful follow-through. When support feels
manufactured rather than authentic, employees may
comply out of obligation or social pressure, but their
engagement becomes surface-level and performative
rather than deeply committed.

Figure 6: Social Exchange Theory
SOCIAL EXCHANGE THEORY
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Source: collidu.com

3. Mechanisms of Psychological Manipulation

3.1 Gamification and Badge Economies
Gamification applies game-like elements such as points,
badges, levels, and leaderboards to everyday work,
making progress visible and instantly rewarding. These
features are now common in learning platforms, sales
systems, and gig-work apps, where progress bars,
notifications, and public recognition create a continuous
cycle of reinforcement. Rooted in behaviourist principles,
gamification primarily relies on extrinsic rewards,
appealing to people’s need for recognition and status.
While this approach can encourage frequent action and
quick wins such as closing tickets rapidly or meeting
short-term sales goals, it often shifts motivation away
from genuine interest in the work itself (Deci, Koestner,
& Ryan, 1999). When rewards are removed, energy and
engagement tend to decline, and over time such
environments may weaken creativity, resilience, and
authentic commitment. To avoid these pitfalls, thoughtful
design is essential. Linking badges to skill development,
connecting rewards to meaningful feedback, softening
public comparisons, and clarifying how achievements
support personal and professional growth can help ensure
that gamification enhances learning and long-term
engagementrather than simply driving short-term metrics.

3.2 Purpose-Driven Narratives

Purpose narratives are the stories organizations tell to
explain why their work matters. Through mission
statements, impact reports, and internal storytelling,
companies aim to connect everyday tasks to a larger sense
of meaning and fulfil employees’higher-order needs for
purpose and self-actualization (Maslow, 1943; Swann et
al., 2012). When actions align with these messages,
employees are more likely to feel that their work is
significant, which can strengthen pride, loyalty, and
commitment. Attheirbest,suchnarratives helppeople see
their roles as part ofa socially valuable mission. Yet when
deeply internalized, they can also create identity fusion,
where employees merge their personal values with
organizational goals. While this can reduce turnover and
enhance dedication, it may also lead to psychological
entrapment. [f the narrative is aspirational but daily work
feels repetitive or misaligned, employees experience a
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painful disconnect, publicly endorsing the purpose while
privately feeling disillusioned. This gap often breeds
cynicism, exhaustion, and disengagement. To prevent
purpose from becoming empty rhetoric, organizations
need to co-create it with employees, ensure that job design
and incentives reflect the stated mission, communicate
progress transparently, and model purpose through
authenticleadership. In doing so, purpose becomes a lived
experience rather than a tool for compliance or
exploitation.

3.3 Rituals and Rites of Passage

Organizational rituals such as onboarding ceremonies,
hackathons, and “all-hands” meetings are often intended
to build belonging, cohesion, and psychological safety.
With the rise of digital tools, these moments are amplified
through video townhalls, online celebration channels, and
visible participation signals that can quickly integrate
newcomers and strengthen team bonds (Kahn, 1990;
Nishii, 2013). Yet these same rituals can become
problematic when they shift from fostering inclusion to
testing cultural fit. Employees who cannot, or choose not
to, display the expected enthusiasm whether due to
caregiving responsibilities, neurodiversity, or differing
values may feel excluded or pressured to conform. When
participation becomes a measure of loyalty, those who do
not align with the dominant culture risk marginalization
or subtle penalties. The manipulation arises when rituals
are used less to celebrate diversity and more to enforce
uniformity, silencing alternative perspectives. This erodes
genuine psychological safety, which depends on openness
to difference and constructive dialogue. In such
environments, creativity and authenticity are often
sacrificed in favour of surface-level unity.

3.4 Autonomy Illusions

Flexible schedules and remote-first policies are often
promoted as giving employees greater control over how
they work. Yet this freedom can become illusory when
paired with covert monitoring practices such as
screenshots, activity logs, keystroke tracking, and
algorithmic productivity scores (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Zuboff, 2019). In such environments, employees are told
they have choice, but in reality, they must constantly
manage impressions and self-monitor under the shadow of
surveillance. This undermines genuine autonomy, shifting
motivation from self-driven engagement to compliance
rooted in fear of sanctions. The supposed flexibility
therefore conceals a deeper form of behavioural control,
where freedom is conditional and closely observed. This
paradox creates psychological strain as workers struggle
to reconcile the promise of autonomy with the reality of
constraint. The manipulation lies in framing surveillance
as support and control as choice. To restore authentic
autonomy, organizations should be transparent about what
data they collectand why, involve employees in decisions
about monitoring, assess performance based on
meaningful outcomes rather than activity proxies, and
establish clear boundaries that protect personal time and
reduce surveillance-related stress.

3.5 Emotional Contagion and Social Proof
Organizations often stage upbeat events, celebration

channels, rallies, and leader-led pep talks to harness
emotional contagion, the natural tendency for people to
absorb and mirror the moods of those around them. While
shared positivity can lift morale and strengthen cohesion,
problems arise when optimism becomes the only
acceptable public emotion. In such climates, employees
may feel pressured to display enthusiasm even when they
are tired, stressed, or disillusioned. This emotional labour
of managing feelings to meet organizational expectations
can erode authenticity, fuel burnout, and create a surface
appearance of engagement that hides deeper issues. The
manipulation occurs when social proofis used to enforce
collective cheerfulness, silencing genuine concerns and
masking real problems. To counter this, leaders can model
honest emotion, provide confidential spaces for
employees to voice difficulties, and train managers to
recognize and respond to well-being signals (Barsade,
2002; Kahn, 1990). Such practices help ensure that
positivity is authentic and inclusive, rather than
performative.

3.6 Digital Surveillance and Performance Metrics
Real-time trackers, biometric tools, and algorithmic
dashboards are often promoted as ways to provide clearer
insightinto performance. While they promise objectivity
and precision, their constant presence can shift
employees’ focus toward managing visible signals rather
than  pursuing  meaningful  outcomes.  This
self-surveillance may create a sense of accountability on
the surface, but it gradually undermines trust, reduces
autonomy, and narrows attention to what is easily
measured. As a result, valuable but less visible
contributions such as mentoring, collaboration, or
strategic thinking are overlooked. Over time, this
emphasis on metrics erodes psychological safety and
fosters disengagement, as employees prioritize
measurable outputs over authentic impact. The
manipulation lies in presenting surveillance as a
developmental tool while using it to enforce compliance
and control. To mitigatethese harms, organizations should
evaluate performance based on outcomes rather than
activity proxies, be transparent about what data is
collected and why, involve employees in shaping metrics,
and balance quantitative dashboards with qualitative
contextand fairness checks (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008;
Ball, 2010).

3.7 Social Comparison and Leaderboards

Public performance rankings, team scoreboards, and
competitive dashboards draw on social comparison
processes, appealing to people’s needs for esteem and
status. While those at the top may feel validated,
employees who rank lower often experience shame,
anxiety, and disengagement. These effects are amplified
when metrics fail to account for context such as task
complexity, resource differences, or real obstacles making
results appearunfair or misleading. As Festinger (1954)
noted in his theory of social comparison, individuals
evaluate themselves in relation to others, and when those
comparisons are framed narrowly or unfairly, the
psychological costs can be significant. In such cases,
leaderboards risk shifting focus from collaboration to
competition, weakening shared purpose and
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marginalizing those who do not fit a narrow definition of
success. The manipulation arises when competition is
framed as a tool for excellence but is instead used to
enforce hierarchy and control. More ethical approaches
involve contextualizing scores, emphasizing team-based
and improvement-oriented metrics, rotatingrecognition to
highlight diverse contributions, and rewarding
collaboration. As concluded by (Nishii, 2013), these
practices ensure that comparison fosters healthy growth
and learning rather than destructive stratification.

3.8 Scarcity and Urgency Triggers

Organizations often use scarcity tactics such as sprint
challenges, countdown timers, and limited-time
incentives to create urgency and sharpen focus. These
strategies draw on well-documented cognitive biases, as
Cialdini (2007) explained, where people act quickly to
avoid missing out. While such methods can be effectivein
the short term, repeated cycles of urgency come at a cost.
Over time, employees face decision fatigue, rising error
rates, and chronic stress as speed is prioritized over
thoughtful deliberation and quality. The manipulation lies
in constructing artificial scarcity, using time pressure to
override autonomy and careful judgment. To make
urgency sustainable rather than harmful, organizations
should limit how often it is deployed, build in recovery
and reflection periods, protect uninterrupted deep-work
time, and model paced leadership. These practices help
ensure that urgency remains a tool for focus rather than a
default operating mode that drains energy and undermines
engagement.

3.9 Feedback Loops and Variable Rewards

Variable reward schedules such as randomized bonuses,
spontaneous recognition, or surprise perks stimulate the
brain’s reward systems and sustain engagement through
anticipation. This dynamic reflects the wvariable
reinforcement schedules studied in behavioral science,
where intermittent rewards maintain behavior much like
gambling mechanisms (Skinner, 1953). While such
surprises can boost energy and motivation, they also carry
risks. Frequentunpredictability can foster dependency on
external validation, weaken steady intrinsic motivation,
and feel unfair if the criteria for rewards are unclear. In
these cases, the manipulationlies in using unpredictability
not to delight but to condition behavior, creating
compulsive engagement and emotional volatility. As
Schultz (1998) showed in his work on dopamine and
reward prediction, unexpected rewards can be especially
powerful in shaping behavior, but without balance they
may undermine autonomy and stability. More ethical and
sustainable use involves pairing occasional variable
rewards with consistent developmental feedback,
transparent criteria, and fair distribution. In this way,
surprise recognition uplifts employees without trapping
them in cycles of compulsive reward-seeking.

3.10 Identity Fusion and Brand Evangelism

Organizations increasingly encourage employees to act as
brand ambassadors, asking them to share posts, join
volunteer drives, and visibly “live the brand.” This
strategy builds on the idea that strong identification with
corporate values enhances advocacy and retention

(Swann et al., 2012). While such deep identification can
foster loyalty and pride, it also blurs the line between
personal and professional identity, leaving employees
more vulnerable to exploitation. When individuals
overinvest emotionally, they may sacrifice personal
well-being for organizational success. The manipulation
occurs when alignment with the brand erases space for
critique, pushing loyalty beyond reasonable limits. In
these cases, employees may come to equate their
self-worth with brand affiliation, making disengagement
feel psychologically threatening and reinforcing
dependence while reducing autonomy. Healthier practice
ensures that advocacy remains voluntary, separates
promotional activities from core job duties, provides
confidential channels for criticism, and frames dissent as
constructive rather than disloyal. In this way,
identification canstrengthen commitmentwithout eroding
personal boundaries.

4. Case Studies

4.1 Case of Success: Google — Cultivating Engagement
Through Autonomy and Purpose

Google has long been recognized for its pioneering
approach to employee engagement. Its philosophy centers
on creating an environment where employees feel
empowered, valued, and intrinsically motivated. The
company’s engagement strategy integrates psychological
principles from Self-Determination Theory (Deci &
Ryan, 2000), emphasizing autonomy, competence, and
relatedness.

Mechanisms of Engagement

% Autonomy and Innovation Time: Google’s famous
“20% time” policy allowed employees to dedicate a
portion of their workweek to passion projects. This
initiative fostered a sense of ownership and creativity,
leading to innovations like Gmail and Google News.

++ Purpose-Driven Culture: The company’s mission “to
organize the world’s information and make it
universally accessible and useful” is deeply embedded
in its culture. Employees are encouraged to see their
work as contributing to global impact, fulfilling
higher-order needs for meaning and self-actualization
(Maslow, 1943).

« Psychological Safety: Google’s Project Aristotle
(2015) found that psychological safety feeling safe to
take risks and express oneself was the most critical
factor in high-performing teams. The company
actively cultivates inclusive environments where
dissentis welcomed and failure is treated as a learning
opportunity.

+¢+ Transparent Communication: Weekly “TGIF” (Thank
God, It’s Friday) meetings with leadership foster open
dialogue, reinforcing trust and reducing power
distance.

Outcomes

» High retention rates and employee satisfaction.
 Sustained innovation and market leadership.

* Recognition as one of the best places to work globally.

Analysis
Google’s success lies in its alignment of engagement
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strategies with psychological needs. By fostering
autonomy, purpose, and safety, the company creates
conditions for authentic engagement. Importantly, these
mechanisms are not superficial they are embedded in
organizational design, leadership behaviour, and daily
practices.

4.2 Case of Failure: Wells Fargo — Engagement
Undermined by Pressure and Fear

In the mid-2010s, Wells Fargo faced a major scandal
involving the creation of millions of unauthorized
customer accounts. The root cause was traced to toxic
performance pressure and a deeply flawed engagement
model that prioritized metrics over meaning.

Mechanisms of Manipulation

+ Surveillance and Quotas: Employees were subjected
to aggressive sales targets and real-time monitoring.
The illusion of autonomy was shattered by constant
oversight and punitive feedback.

+ Fear-Based Culture: Managers reportedly used threats
and intimidationto enforce compliance. Psychological
safety was absent, and dissent was punished.

« Misaligned Incentives: Engagement was framed
around performance metrics rather than customer
service or ethical behaviour. Employees were
rewarded for meeting quotas, even ifit meant violating
trust.

« Emotional Labor and Identity Conflict: Employees
were expected to project enthusiasm and loyalty while
internally grappling with ethical dilemmas and stress.
This dissonance led to burnout and disengagement.

Outcomes

* Massive reputational damage and regulatory fines.

» Widespread employee dissatisfaction and whistleblower
reports.

» Executive resignations and cultural overhaul.

Analysis

Wells Fargo’s failure illustrates how engagement
strategies can backfire when they manipulate rather than
support psychological needs. The company exploited
esteem and fear to drive performance, but neglected
autonomy, safety, and ethical alignment. The result was
not engagement—but coerced compliance, moral injury,
and systemic breakdown.

Table 1: Comparitive Insights

Comparative Insights
Dimension Google (Success) Walls Fargo (Failure)
High — risk-

Psychological Safety

Autonomy

Purpose and Meaning

Recognition

Emotional Climate

Qutcome

1aking encouraged

Genuine - innovation time,
flexible roles

Strong mission alignment

Low ~ dissent punished

lllusory - survelllance
and guotas

Misaligned — metrics
over ethics

Inclusive and P
Open and supportive

Innovation, retention,
brand strength

Conditional and coercive

Fearful and performative

Scandal, burnout,
reputational loss

Conclusion and Key Findings

Employee engagement, once considered a benign
indicator of organizational health, has evolved into a
sophisticated psychological construct shaped by
motivational theory, behavioural science, and strategic
design. This paper traced the chronological development
of engagement theory, from Maslow’s foundational
hierarchy of needs to contemporary models such as Self-
Determination Theory, Kahn’s psychological conditions,
and the Job Demands—Resources framework.

The analysis of psychological manipulation mechanisms
uncovered a dual reality. On one hand, organizations
deploy engagement strategies that genuinely support
autonomy, competence, and relatedness fostering
meaningful work, psychological safety, and personal
growth. On the other hand, many practices exploit these
same needs through gamification, emotional branding,
surveillance, and identity fusion. These tactics often
simulate fulfilment while subtly conditioning behaviour,
leading to compulsive engagement, emotional labour, and
diminished authenticity.

Google’s success in cultivating engagement through
autonomy, purpose, and psychological safety exemplifies
ethical alignment with human motivation. In contrast,
Wells Fargo’s failure, driven by coercive quotas, fear-
based culture, and misaligned incentives, demonstrated
how engagementcan collapse when psychological needs
are manipulated rather than respected.

The key findings of this study are as follows:

e Engagementis deeplyrooted in psychological needs,
and its sustainability depends on the ethical fulfilment
of autonomy, competence, relatedness, and safety.

e Manipulative engagement strategies often exploit
basic human instincts, such as the need for status,
belonging, and recognition, leading to short-term
compliance but long-term disengagement.

e Theoretical models provide valuable diagnostic tools,
but their application must be context-sensitive and
ethically grounded to avoid instrumentalizing human
behaviour.

e Authentic engagement requires transparency, trust,
and reciprocity, not just performance metrics or
symbolic gestures. Organizations must distinguish
between influence and manipulation, ensuring that
engagement practices empower rather than exploit.

In conclusion, employee engagement is not a static metric
but a moral and psychological relationship between
individualsand institutions. Its designmust be intentional,
respectful, and human-centred. As organizations continue
to innovate in engagement science, they must also
confront the ethical boundaries of behavioural influence
recognizing that true engagement cannot be engineered,
only invited.
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