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1:1 Introduction, background, problem 
Employee engagement is a fundamental driver of success within organizations, fostering higher productivity, enhanced innovation, and greater overall job satisfaction. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) form a substantial segment of the United Kingdom's economic landscape, contributing significantly to employment and economic activity. However, a critical issue facing many SMEs in the UK is the lack of effective human resource (HR) practices, which, in turn, has a direct bearing on employee engagement. This issue is not only vital for the well-being of the employees themselves but also holds considerable economic and strategic importance. In this context, this study delves into the intertwined challenges of insufficient HR practices and low employee engagement in SMEs in the UK, seeking to understand the root causes, consequences, and potential solutions to address these concerns. By shedding light on this critical topic, my aim is to provide insights and recommendations for improving HR strategies and promoting higher levels of employee engagement within the SME sector, contributing to both individual and organizational prosperity. Employee engagement is a workplace strategy that fosters an environment where every member of an organization can performs at their best daily. This leads to employees' strong dedication to their company's objectives and principles, a strong motivation to contribute to the organization's achievements, and an increased sense of personal well-being. Despite the clear benefits of employee engagement in enhancing productivity for small businesses, it is notable that only a small fraction of these enterprises in the UK, approximately 12%, consider It a top business priority, even though 87% claim to be actively working on improving it (Nagori 2022).
Medium-sized enterprises are those with less than 250 employees and turnovers below €50 million, small enterprises have fewer than 50 employees and turnovers below €10 million (Turner et al 2010), while micro enterprises are characterized by having less than 10 employees and turnovers less than €2 million according to Turner et al (2010). A good HR department helps with employee issues, benefits, training, and team building. Big companies have many HR options, but small businesses struggle because they cannot save money, have limited income, and lack enough cash flow.

The problem in the topic of "The lack of HR practices and employee engagement in SMEs in the UK" is the existence of insufficient or ineffective HR practices within small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the UK, which leads to low levels of employee engagement. Employee engagement is a key factor in organizational success, as engaged employees tend to be more committed, productive, and satisfied with their jobs. However, many SMEs in the UK face challenges related to HR practices, including recruitment, training, compensation, and overall employee management, which in turn impact the engagement and well-being of their workforce. This problem can lead to reduced productivity, high turnover, and hinder the growth and success of these businesses. Addressing this issue is essential for the overall health and success of SMEs and their employees.

According to the article of Ghassemieh et al, (2005) raise a question of when and what kind of human resource (HR) support small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) require is often unclear. Through their research they aim to fill this gap in the field of strategic HR. For SMEs, activities like hiring, training, retaining and satisfying employees, managing wages and benefits, and providing worker's compensation insurance which they believe are crucial for building strong capabilities and gaining a competitive edge. Thei article reviews existing HR literature for SMEs and introduces a decision model to help SMEs select a cost-effective HR strategy, which includes diverse options ranging from having an in-house HR function to using electronic HR (Ehr) or outsourcing. 
Outsourcing is widely endorsed as a significant trend in HR management. It is driven by the desire for financial savings, the opportunity to concentrate on strategic matters, access to technology and specialized skills, and the ability to demand better and measurable service. Nevertheless, there are signs that these advantages may not be fully realized. Additionally, there is a potential downside, such as the impact on employee morale and the risk of sharing internal knowledge with outsourcing providers. Effective management of the outsourcing relationship is essential. (Belcourt, 2006).
The study of Yang et al (2015), explores the relationship between e-commerce investments by small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the UK and their overall performance. It specifically focuses on the Resource-Based View (RBV) perspective, analysing data from 430 British SMEs in 16 different industries. The results highlighted that business resources, human resources, and e-commerce readiness significantly contribute to improved firm performance. In particular, the sophistication of SMEs' e-commerce websites is linked to better performance. However, direct investments in IT (Information Technology) and e-commerce training did not appear to be significant drivers of performance. The study emphasizes that UK SMEs can set themselves apart through their e-commerce capabilities, achieved by combining e-commerce resources with other organizational strengths.
1:2 Significance of study
The significance of the topic of "The lack of HR practices and employee engagement in SMEs in the UK" is crucial due to the significant contribution of SMEs to the UK's economy, impacting employee well-being, business success, talent retention, and compliance with employment laws. Furthermore, it is vital for increasing productivity, maintaining competitiveness, fostering innovation, and adapting to market changes. Governments and policymakers also have a stake in promoting effective HR practices in SMEs. Addressing this research gap is essential for driving positive outcomes for employees, businesses, and the economy.
1:3 Research aim 
The aim of this study is to examine the impact of the deficiency in HR practices on employee engagement within SMEs in the UK. By exploring the causes and consequences of this issue, the study aims to provide insights and recommendations for enhancing HR strategies and promoting higher levels of employee engagement in this sector.
1:4 Research Objective

· identify the specific factors contributing to the lack of HR practices in SMEs in the UK.
· To explore the reasons behind the low employee engagement levels in SMEs in the UK.
· To propose strategies and recommendations for SMEs in the UK to improve HR practices and subsequently enhance employee engagement.
1:5 Research questions
Question 1: What are the HR practices used in SMEs in Uk?
Question 2: How does employees engage in SMEs in UK?
Question 3: How does HR practices effect employee engagement in SMEs?
 Literature review

2:0 What are the specific factors identified that contribute to the absence of HR practices in SMEs in the UK?
(Bacon & Hoque 2005) examine the adoption of human resource management (HRM) practices in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and convey a range of factors, both internal and external to these workplaces, that impact this adoption. Drawing on data from the 1998 Workplace Employee Relations Survey, the analysis uncovers several key influences. Notably, factors such as the composition of the workforce in terms of skill diversity, the presence of unionization, and the nature of the customer base play significant roles in predicting the extent to which HRM practices are integrated within SMEs. Among these factors, the skill diversity within the workforce emerges as a particularly potent predictor. This suggests that SMEs may face challenges in developing HRM practices, but their likelihood of adopting such practices is greater when they employ highly skilled personnel and maintain connections with other organisations. The absence of advanced HR practices in SMEs has been linked to several adverse HR-related outcomes. For instance, SMEs are a primary source of unfair dismissal claims in UK employment tribunals, and jobs in SMEs tend to be less stable compared to those in larger firms. Surveys of SMEs also reveal that a shortage of skilled labour acts as an obstacle to their growth. Many SMEs report skills shortages or gaps, and a substantial portion identifies training and employment concerns as top issues for their businesses in the upcoming year. Moreover, despite initial scepticism about the relationship between HRM and the economic performance of SMEs, recent evidence suggests that those SMEs that have implemented more advanced HRM practices do indeed report improved performance. Below is a diagram of the independent variables of internal and external influences.
[image: ]

2:1 Reasons behind the low levels of employee engagement in SMEs in the UK?
[bookmark: _Int_OgTloh4o]Hinzmann et al (2019) conducted a study to understand and analyse how long employees have worked in small businesses and if working long-term influenced their engagement. Data was used from a survey in 2017 with 70 small businesses in the mechanical engineering industry. Over 5,000 employees took part in the survey, which had 74 questions. They used a computer program called IBM SPSS to analyse the data. The findings show that employee engagement is influenced by several factors, not just one. But one important thing they found is that new employees are about 27% more engaged than those who have been there a long time. And people who have been there a while care less about getting rewards or recognition. The study found that how long an employee has been with a company affects their engagement. Newer employees are 27% more engaged than those who have been there for over two years. To keep engagement high, HR would need to understand why these changes have appeared and take action. Other research agrees that new employees like monetary rewards, but Hinzmann et al (2019) study shows that longer-serving employees care less about them. So, offering monetary incentives or creating a positive workplace has a weaker effect on those with more than 11 years of service. Business leaders and HR need to use a varied approach. 

2:2 Strategies, theories suggested to help SMEs in the UK improve their HR practices to enhance employee engagement?
Schaufeli, (2013) suggests that employee engagement hinges on the satisfaction of three psychological conditions or needs. These include the sense of "meaningfulness," which involves feeling that one's efforts in role performance are worthwhile and valuable. The second condition is "psychological safety," where employees should feel free to express themselves and utilize their abilities without apprehension of adverse outcomes. The third condition, "availability," pertains to the belief that individuals possess the necessary physical and mental resources to actively engage themselves in their work.

Numerous consulting firms have asserted a positive connection between an organization's average employee engagement level and its business success. Companies with high engagement levels saw a notable 3.74% increase in operating margin and a 2.06% rise in net profit over one year, while those with low engagement experienced a 2% and 1.38% decrease in these respective categories. Particularly convincing evidence stems from a series of studies conducted by the Gallup Organization, including 8,000 business units across 36 companies. These studies found that engagement levels are positively linked to various business unit performance indicators such as customer satisfaction, profitability, productivity, turnover, and safety. A more detailed analysis highlighted that the top 25% most engaged units outperformed the bottom 25% in key areas, including 2% to 4% higher customer satisfaction, 1% to 4% greater profitability, and a substantial 13% to 36% reduction in turnover. Businesses in the top engagement quartile, on average, reported monthly revenues or sales higher by $80,000 to $120,000 (Garavan et al 2016).

[bookmark: _Int_KXegkaBP](Garavan et al, 2016) believe that human resources highlight the pivotal role of a company's leadership capabilities in attaining a competitive edge. Drawing from the resource-based view, it is proposed that SMEs can gain a competitive advantage by possessing a skilled leadership talent pool and by acquiring and maintaining distinctive leadership resources that are scarce, hard to replicate, and irreplaceable. Such valuable leadership resources can set a firm apart from its competitors and, when tailored to the specific context, create a formidable barrier to imitation. HRM practices aimed at nurturing leadership directly impact the development of leader capital. According to the behavioural perspective, leaders must exhibit different role behaviours based on the firm's context. For instance, SMEs pursuing differentiation strategies require leaders who are customer-centric and adaptable to change. Leadership development practices play a crucial role in cultivating these role behaviours, effectively addressing competence and behaviour gaps.

Applying the resource-based view, a positive relationship was predicted between leadership skill gaps and the adoption of leadership development practices, both in terms of presence and intensity. This perspective asserts that SMEs can gain advantages from having a proficient leadership pool. In the context of this hypothesis, a resource deficit approach was taken to argue that SMEs with notable leadership deficiencies would be inclined to adopt leadership development practices. The findings strongly support this hypothesis for both the presence and intensity of these practices. Leadership within SMEs often relies on a select few individuals, and the capabilities required can vary based on the growth stage of the SME. In the early growth stages, managers take on flexible roles, emphasizing informal communication and knowledge sharing. In well-established SMEs, managers assume more distinct roles and take on greater responsibilities in managing people. This aligns with the principles of the resource-based view (RBV). In response to these evolving roles and in accordance with the RBV, these firms implement leadership development practices to ensure their leaders possess the necessary skills that match the growth stage of the company (Garavan et al 2016).
2:3Methodology to be used (including ethics)
Research is an exploration aimed at acquiring new knowledge and insight. The process of research can be thought of as a methodical and structured endeavour to examine a particular issue, seeking to find a resolution or response to it. Research can be broadly categorized into two main approaches: quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative research is centred around numbers, concrete data, and statistics. It adopts a positivist worldview and follows a hypothetico-deductive methodology. This means it involves a structured process that includes observation, initial data collection, theory development, hypothesis formulation, systematic data gathering, statistical analysis, and drawing deductive conclusions. In contrast, qualitative research focuses on softer, more subjective aspects, involving methods like interviews, exploration, and description. It follows a relativist worldview, emphasizing the diversity of perspectives and interpretations in the world of research ( Kirongo & Odoyo, 2020).
In my proposed topic the research philosophy I will conduct will be a systematic review and secondary data analysis on the lack of HR practices and employee engagement in UK SMEs. This research prioritizes objectivity, aiming to minimize bias. It relies on quantitative data from surveys and databases, following the positivist tradition that emphasizes measurement. The goal is to draw general conclusions about the lack of HR-employee engagement relationships in SMEs, with a focus on hypothesis testing.
2:4 Research approach

A research approach is the overarching strategy that guides the design and execution of a research study. It outlines how researchers will collect and analyse data, which methods, and tools they will use, and the philosophical perspective that informs their investigation. The choice of research approach is crucial as it sets the framework for the entire research process, shaping the selection of research methods and data analysis techniques. It ensures that the study is systematic, organized, and aligned with the research objectives and questions. For my topic on the lack of HR practices and employee engagement in SMEs in the UK, a systematic review and secondary data analysis approach would be most appropriate. This research approach involves systematically reviewing and analysing existing data and literature from various sources, such as peer-reviewed journal articles, reports, and publications. It will allow me to gather and synthesize information and findings from previous studies to answer my research questions comprehensively. This approach would be particularly useful when conducting research that involves examining the existing body of knowledge on a specific topic and drawing insights from a range of sources.

2:5 Research method
A research method refers to the specific techniques, procedures, and tools employed by researchers to gather, analyse, and interpret data in a research study. It is the practical application of the research approach and philosophy, providing a structured and systematic way to carry out the research process. Research methods are chosen based on the research approach, research questions, and objectives, and they help researchers achieve their goals. The three primary research methodologies are as follows: Quantitative research methodology involves collecting and analysing numerical data to measure, quantify, and test hypotheses, making it suitable for questions that require measurement and statistical analysis. Qualitative research methodology focuses on understanding and exploring complex phenomena by collecting non-numerical data through interviews, observations, and content analysis, making it ideal for in-depth exploration of experiences and perspectives. Mixed-methods research methodology combines both quantitative and qualitative approaches to provide a comprehensive understanding of research questions. For my topic and questions related to the lack of HR practices and employee engagement in SMEs in the UK, a mixed-methods approach would be most suitable. This would involve conducting a systematic review of existing literature, which is a form of qualitative research, and analysing relevant numerical data from existing studies to address my research questions more comprehensively.

2:6 Data collection

Data collection is the process of gathering information to support research objectives. There are two main types: primary data, where researchers collect information directly through methods like surveys and interviews, which can be costly and time-consuming, and secondary data, which is existing data collected by others, readily available from sources like published studies and reports. My goal is to use secondary data for my research on employee engagement and HR practices in SMEs. This approach is cost-effective and efficient, serving as the foundation for my systematic review and secondary data analysis to draw evidence-based conclusions about their relationship.

2:7 Rationale
The rationale of this research is to gain a deeper understanding of how the absence of HR practices impacts employee engagement in SMEs in the UK. It aims to investigate the relationship between the lack of HR practices and the levels of employee engagement in small and medium-sized enterprises. This research will address three primary questions: What are the specific HR practices used, or lacking, in SMEs in the UK? How do employees engage in SMEs in the UK, and what factors contribute to their engagement or disengagement? Lastly, how do the HR practices, or the absence thereof, affect employee engagement in SMEs? Through this exploration, the study seeks to provide insights into the impact of HR practices on employee engagement in the context of SMEs.

2:8 Data analysis
Data analysis involves examining, cleaning, transforming, and interpreting data to draw meaningful conclusions and insights from it and utilise the data for my research.
3:0 Ethical consideration
The understanding and importance of ethical considerations in my research is vital. because it is crucial to protect the rights, well-being, and privacy of the participants, maintain the credibility of my research, and adhere to ethical standards within the scientific community. Ethical practices will help me minimize any potential harm, ensure informed consent, and conduct my research with transparency and fairness. By doing so, I uphold my moral responsibility as a researcher and ensure that the outcomes of my research are trustworthy and can be applied for the benefit of society.
4:0 Project management of the research
· In my research, project management will involve the structured planning and coordination of all research-related activities.
· Defining the research objectives, establishing clear timelines, allocating necessary resources.
· Literature review and overseeing each phase of the research process.
· The goal is to ensure that the research proceeds smoothly and adheres to ethical and methodological guidelines.
· Maintain organization, achieve research objectives, and produce dependable results within the specified time limit.
· Data collection
· Data analysis
· Findings and conclusion
· proactive monitoring and addressing any potential challenges or risks that may emerge during the research journey.
5:0 Potential Risks
· In my research of a systematic review of using secondary data, the risks could involve using information that might be incorrect or not complete since I am not collecting the data myself.
· There is also a chance of the data being a bit biased or not entirely neutral, which could affect how reliable my findings are.
· Unfortunate circumstances.
· Time managing
· To handle these risks, I need to thoroughly check the data sources, be aware of any potential biases, and make sure I use the data carefully to keep my research credible and dependable.
6:0 Findings

In the study, Bacon and Hoque (2005) examined the adoption of HRM practices in SMEs and found that factors like workforce skill diversity, unionization, and customer base nature significantly influenced HRM adoption. Workforce skill diversity emerged as a strong predictor. The absence of advanced HR practices in SMEs was linked to issues like unfair dismissal claims, job instability, and skills shortages. Recent evidence suggests that SMEs implementing advanced HRM practices report improved performance. The study highlights the impact of these factors on HRM adoption and their consequences in SMEs. In comparison to the research of Garavan et al. (2016), they emphasize a strong connection between employee engagement and business success. High engagement leads to a 3.74% increase in operating margin and a 2.06% rise in net profit, while low engagement results in a 2% and 1.38% decrease in these areas. Gallup's studies, involving 8,000 business units across 36 companies, further support this link, showing that the top 25% most engaged units outperform the bottom 25% with 2% to 4% higher customer satisfaction, 1% to 4% greater profitability, and a significant 13% to 36% reduction in turnover. This research underscores the significant impact of employee engagement on business success, However, In the study by Garavan et al, (2016), the researchers emphasize the pivotal role of leadership capabilities in gaining a competitive advantage for SMEs, drawing from the resource-based view (RBV). They argue that SMEs can achieve this advantage by nurturing a skilled leadership talent pool, acquiring un unique leadership resources that are hard to replicate, and implementing HRM practices to address competence and behaviour gaps. It is evident in the research by Hinzmann et al. (2019) that employee engagement in SMEs is influenced by multiple factors, with the duration of an employee's service being a significant one. They analysed data from a 2017 engagement survey involving 5,078 employees in 70 global SMEs from the mechanical engineering industry. The study revealed that employee engagement is a complex construct, shaped by several factors rather than a single variable. Notably, recently hired employees showed approximately 27% higher engagement levels than their more experienced counterparts. Additionally, those with greater experience displayed reduced interest in rewards and recognition.

7:0 Conclusion
In conclusion small businesses often lack HR practices due to limited resources and immediate needs. Prioritizing HR practices in SMEs is crucial for boosting employee engagement, leading to happier, more productive employees and business success. Small businesses can adopt cost-effective HR practices, starting with clear job descriptions, training, and open communication. These steps enhance engagement and overall success.
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] Table 2_Independent variables
%
Y Internal influences:
3 Workforce skill-mix and employee dependency:
Proportion of skilled employees:
P 0 per cent unskilled 4230
>0-24 per cent unskilled 3935
25-49 per cent unskilled 898
[ ] 50-74 per cent unskilled 536
>75 per cent unskilled 401
(] Personnel/HR expertise: 0
Personnel/HR specialist present 657
a External influences:
Corporate governance and proprietary contro:
<] Single independent workplace 8140
Higherlevel policy followed 3480
B Part of a franchise 392
Family owned and involved 3950
. Family owned but not involved 9.90
Non-family owned 5059
Influences from the wider business community:
< Member of an employers’ association 6164
Relationship with/size of customers:
+ Non-trading sector 1627
Largest customer accounts for:
<5 per cent of output 2121
5-10 per cent of output 1809
11-25 per cent of output 1596
26-50 per cent of output 10.44
>50 per cent of output 18.03
Trade union influence:
Union recognized 1263

Note: Weighted percentages given
‘Base: All SME private sector workplaces (observations omitted as a result of missing data i the Appendix table e
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