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[bookmark: _Toc205799810]Introduction
Employee engagement—the emotional and cognitive connection employees have with their work and organisation—has well-documented links to performance, retention, and satisfaction (Kahn, 1990). In the United Kingdom (UK), engagement may be especially consequential for small businesses, where each employee’s contribution is highly visible. Compared with large firms, small businesses often operate with lean resources, fewer formal HR systems, closer owner–manager proximity, and more informal cultures—factors that shape how engagement is enacted and experienced.
Job satisfaction—how employees feel about their roles and work environment—tends to rise with engagement; engaged employees typically report stronger motivation and commitment (Armstrong, 2016; Bakker & Albrecht, 2018). Yet much of the evidence base centres on large corporations, leaving a gap in understanding how engagement and satisfaction interact in small-firm contexts. This study addresses that gap by examining how engagement strategies influence job satisfaction in UK small businesses, with implications for both scholarship and practice (Fletcher, Ram & McCarthy, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc205799811]Significance of the Topic
Small businesses are central to the UK economy but often face budget constraints, limited HR infrastructure, and reliance on close interpersonal relationships. Clarifying the engagement–satisfaction link in this setting can help leaders prioritise simple, high-impact practices (e.g., employee voice, recognition, supportive supervision) that fit small-firm realities. Recent scholarship suggests SME engagement dynamics may differ from those in large firms due to scale, informality, and founder influence, underscoring the need for focused research (Fletcher, Ram & McCarthy, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc205799812]Purpose of the Research
This research seeks to explore how employee engagement strategies impact job satisfaction in small UK businesses, focusing on the types of engagement used and their perceived effectiveness.

[bookmark: _Toc205799813]Research Aim
To examine how employee engagement strategies affect job satisfaction in small UK businesses.

[bookmark: _Toc205799814]Research Objectives
1. To identify the most common employee engagement strategies used by UK small businesses.
2. To evaluate how these strategies influence employee job satisfaction.
3. To assess employees perceived effectiveness of specific engagement practices (e.g., recognition, feedback, learning and development, flexible working).
4. To examine contextual factors (e.g., managerial support, team size, owner–manager proximity) that may shape the engagement–satisfaction relationship in small firms.

[bookmark: _Toc205799815]Research Questions
1. What employee engagement strategies are used by small businesses in the UK?
2. How do these strategies impact employee job satisfaction?
3. Which specific engagement practices are most strongly associated with higher job satisfaction in small UK businesses?

4. How do contextual factors (e.g., managerial support or team size) influence the strength of the relationship between engagement strategies and job satisfaction?
[bookmark: _Toc205799816]Hypotheses
H1: Regular, high-quality feedback and employee voice mechanisms are positively associated with employee job satisfaction in small UK businesses.
H2: Opportunities for learning and development are positively associated with employee job satisfaction in small UK businesses.
H3: Recognition and reward practices (formal or informal) are positively associated with employee job satisfaction in small UK businesses.
H4: Perceived managerial support strengthens the positive relationship between engagement strategies and job satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc205799817]Dissertation structure
Front Matter — Title, abstract, acknowledgements, contents, and lists to orient the reader. Sets the formal context and navigation for the thesis.
Chapter 1: Introduction — Frames the problem, states the aim, objectives, research questions, and hypotheses. Explains why UK SMEs and engagement–satisfaction matter.
Chapter 2: Literature Review — Synthesises core theories (Kahn, JD-R, SDT, social exchange), SME context, strategies, and prior findings. Identifies gaps and presents the conceptual framework.
Chapter 3: Methodology — Describes a quantitative, cross-sectional survey with up to 50 SME employees, measures, procedure, and ethics. Outlines a simple analysis plan focused on clear descriptives and easy comparisons.
Chapter 4: Results — Reports sample profile, descriptive statistics, and practice-by-practice comparisons. Summarises the most practically meaningful patterns with tables/figures.
Chapter 5: Discussion — Interprets findings against theory and prior studies, highlighting what they mean for SMEs. Notes limitations and points to directions for future research.
Chapter 6: Conclusion & Recommendations — Answers the research questions succinctly and distils actionable steps for small-business leaders. Suggests practical next steps and potential scale-up.
References (Harvard) — Complete, consistently formatted citations supporting the study.
[bookmark: _Toc205799818]Literature review 
Employee Engagement Theories and Models
Early work treats engagement as bringing one’s “whole self” to the role when three psychological conditions are met: meaningfulness, safety, and availability (Kahn, 1990). Building on this, the Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) model explains engagement as an energetic, positive state (vigour, dedication, absorption) that emerges when resources such as autonomy, feedback, and social support help employees handle job demands (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Studies drawing on JD–R consistently associate stronger resource profiles with higher engagement and, in turn, better attitudinal outcomes like job satisfaction (Bakker & Albrecht, 2018). Self-Determination Theory complements this view by arguing that satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs boosts intrinsic motivation and engagement (Deci & Ryan, 2000). From a social-exchange perspective, employees reciprocate perceived organisational support—fairness, recognition, and supportive supervision—with greater engagement because they feel an obligation to “give back” (Saks, 2006). Together, these theories provide a useful lens for understanding which practices are likely to work: those that expand resources, meet core psychological needs, and signal fair, supportive treatment.
Employee Engagement in Small Businesses
Small firms often operate with lean structures, owner-manager proximity, and multifunctional roles. HR practices may be informal or emergent rather than fully codified, relying on day-to-day interactions and trust (Harney & Dundon, 2006). These characteristics can be a double-edged sword for engagement. On the positive side, close relationships and quick decision cycles can generate a strong sense of community and responsiveness. On the downside, informality can produce uneven feedback, unclear progression paths, and workload spikes, which risk undermining engagement if not actively managed. Recent SME-focused reviews report growing interest in engagement within entrepreneurship and small business but still point to limited empirical evidence that identifies which specific practices make the most difference in these settings (Fletcher, Ram & McCarthy, 2025). Overall, the small-firm context suggests that “high touch” approaches—visible support, timely recognition, and regular check-ins—may substitute for large-firm systems, but their effectiveness needs clearer testing.
Types of Engagement Strategies
Common strategies highlighted across the literature—and feasible for small firms with tight budgets—include:
Job design and autonomy: Clarifying roles while allowing discretion and task variety supports meaningfulness and competence (JD–R; Deci & Ryan, 2000).
Feedback and recognition: Specific, regular feedback and timely appreciation reinforce valued behaviours and convey fairness (Saks, 2006).
Learning and development: Access to training, mentoring, or stretch assignments builds capability and signals investment in employees’ growth.
Employee voice and involvement: Simple mechanisms—short surveys, stand-ups, retrospectives—encourage input and strengthen relatedness and justice perceptions.
Wellbeing and workload management: Managing demands (e.g., resourcing peaks, flexible arrangements) protects energy and reduces strain.
Leader behaviours: Trust, accessibility, and supportive supervision are repeatedly linked to stronger engagement, particularly where the owner-manager’s influence is direct.
In practice, small firms often adopt low-cost/high-touch versions of these strategies: structured one-to-ones, peer recognition boards, micro-learning, cross-training, and transparent updates from the owner-manager.
Gaps in the Literature (SME focus)
Despite broad theoretical consensus, three gaps stand out for small businesses. First, context fit: many engagement models and toolkits were developed for larger, more bureaucratic organisations; their transferability to small firms is under-tested. Second, practice clarity: there is limited mapping of the concrete, resource-light practices that SMEs use and which of these have the strongest links to job satisfaction. Third, mechanisms: we lack evidence on how owner-manager proximity, informality, and broad role scope shape the pathway from engagement practices to satisfaction in small firms. Addressing these gaps, the present study focuses on UK SMEs, catalogues commonly used engagement practices, and examines how they relate to employees’ reported job satisfaction—providing context-specific insights that current large-firm-centric research does not fully capture.
[bookmark: _Toc205799819]Research methodology
Research Design
A quantitative, cross-sectional survey examines engagement practices in UK small businesses and their associations with job satisfaction. To minimise burden, data are collected once via a brief online questionnaire. Target: up to 50 employees across several firms (each <50 staff). The design is primarily post-positivist, using Likert measures and clear analysis, while remaining sensitive to context and lived experience.
Sampling Methods
Non-probability sampling is used due to access constraints. Recruitment draws on professional networks, local business groups, and online small-business communities. Eligibility includes adults (18+), UK small-business employment, and at least one month’s tenure. Participation is voluntary and anonymous, with informed consent and no identifying data collected.
Data Collection
The 7–10 minute instrument has four parts. First, engagement practices are measured via concise Likert items: autonomy, regular feedback, recognition, learning opportunities, employee voice, flexibility, supervisor support. Second, job satisfaction is captured with a validated global item. Third, descriptors are recorded—role tenure, hours worked, sector, firm headcount, perceived workload—to aid interpretation. Fourth, two optional open-ended prompts invite one practice that most supports engagement and one aspect that most shapes satisfaction; comments are summarised thematically to contextualise quantitative trends.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
Screening removes empty or clearly incomplete responses, and the final N is reported. Descriptives summarise practice prevalence (percentages) and satisfaction (mean, median). Simple comparisons contrast satisfaction by practice presence/absence or low versus high frequency. A ~0.5-point difference (1–5 scale) is treated as practically meaningful. Overall pattern: a practice-count index (practices rated “often/very often”) grouped into low (0–2), medium (3–4), high (5–6), with mean satisfaction compared across bands.
Research Philosophy and Paradigm
A post-positivist stance, underpinned by critical realism, assumes real effects that are imperfectly knowable. Knowledge claims are interpreted cautiously, with attention to error and context. Interpretivist sensitivity is retained through attention to sector, size, tenure, owner–manager proximity, and thematic reading of comments.
Presentation and Claims
Findings are presented with one–two bar charts and a concise narrative highlighting the clearest, meaningful differences. Given non-probability sampling and modest N, inferences are bounded to the sample and presented as indicative patterns to inform small-firm practice and motivate larger, more rigorous studies.
[bookmark: _Toc205799820]Ethical Considerations 
This low-risk, quantitative survey (N≤50) follows university procedures, UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018. Participation is voluntary; respondents may exit at any time without penalty, and completion will be taken as consent. No names, company names, emails or IP addresses are collected; data remain anonymous and reported only in aggregate. To reduce pressure in small firms, invitations stress privacy and that owners/managers must not monitor participation. Data are stored encrypted, access-restricted to researcher/supervisor, retained only for assessment, then securely deleted, no incentives or conflicts of interest. 
[bookmark: _Toc205799821]Conclusion 
This proposal outlines a practical, small-scale study to test whether straightforward engagement practices are associated with higher job satisfaction in UK small businesses. Emphasis is placed on low-cost, high-touch actions feasible for SMEs—regular feedback, timely recognition, meaningful autonomy, accessible development opportunities, employee voice, flexibility, and supportive supervision. A short, anonymous survey of up to 50 employees across several small firms will be administered, and average satisfaction will be compared between groups (e.g., practice present versus not present; low/medium/high practice counts). The analysis is intentionally simple—clear descriptives and transparent comparisons—so that findings are interpretable and transferable.
The study is expected to yield three practical outputs aligned with the research questions: (1) a snapshot of which engagement practices are most commonly reported in SMEs; (2) an indication of which practices show stronger associations with job satisfaction; and (3) a concise set of evidence-informed guidance points for owner-managers. Ethical risk is low, with anonymous participation, voluntary consent, and compliance with UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018.

Claims are deliberately bounded. The non-probability sample, modest N, cross-sectional design, and self-report data preclude causal inference and limit generalisability beyond the sample. Nevertheless, the study addresses a clear gap in the SME literature by mapping concrete, resource-light engagement practices and their relationship with job satisfaction in small-firm contexts. The resulting insights can inform day-to-day people management in SMEs and motivate a scaled, more rigorous programme of research.
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