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[bookmark: _Toc180252541]Abstract
This paper examines the relationships between role ambiguity, role conflict and employee engagement amongst back-office employees in the Hong Kong life insurance industry. A cross-sectional survey was conducted with 35 participants from 8 life insurance companies, using validated scales to measure role ambiguity, role conflict and engagement levels. The results showed negative correlations between both role ambiguity and role conflict with employee engagement. While the sample size was limited, this study provides valuable insights into the dynamics of role ambiguity and role conflict on employee engagement in the Hong Kong life insurance industry. Future studies with larger, more diverse samples are recommended to further explore these relationships and their practical implications for human resource management practices.
Key words: role ambiguity, role conflict, employee engagement, life insurance, Hong Kong

[bookmark: _Toc180252542]Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc180252543]Background to the research
The problem here is that Hong Kong life insurance companies are not aware of the impact of role ambiguity and role conflict on employee engagement for back-office employees.
Role ambiguity happens when there is a lack of clarity on responsibilities, expectations, and goals for the job positions in a firm. Research has shown that role ambiguity has a negative impact on employee engagement, job performance, and company performance (Jackson & Schuler, 1985; Rizzo et al., 1970; Tubre & Collins, 2000). On the other hand, role conflict occurs when employees face competing and conflicting expectations and demands related to their job positions. Studies have also shown that role conflict can lead to stress, decreased productivity and reduced job satisfaction (Bowling et al., 2017; Rizzo et al., 1970; Tang & Chang, 2010).
In the life insurance industry, role ambiguity and role conflict for back-office employees could arise due to various reasons. Two main reasons observed in the Hong Kong life insurance industry include: (1.) the increasingly complicated landscape to balance the competing needs of all stakeholders, including customers, front-line distribution staff, and the company’s shareholders, and (2.) the evolving ways of working due to adapting to new technologies and operating processes.
Employee engagement is widely used in the human resource management field to analyse the level of enthusiasm and dedication employees have towards their jobs and the company, and corporations around the world are aware that high employee engagement is a strong predicator for higher productivity and better overall performance (Attridge, 2009; Gallup, 2024; Harter et al., 2002).
The research here focuses on the relationship between role ambiguity, role conflict and employee engagement. Hong Kong is one of the largest life insurance markets in the world and the insurance industry’s continued success is critical to the city’s on-going development. Attracting, retaining and developing talent will be key, and hence, this study is focused on analysing the impact of role ambiguity and role conflict on employee engagement amongst back-office employees.

[bookmark: _Toc180252544]Research context
[bookmark: _Toc180252545]Hong Kong life insurance market
The life insurance industry is crucial for global risk management and financial protection, and Hong Kong is a global leader generating total gross premiums of US$ 62 billion in 2023. It hosts seven of the world’s top ten life insurers and significantly contributes to Hong Kong’s economy and labour market, employing over 170,000 individuals (C&SD : Statistical Digest of the Services Sector, n.d.; Fortune Global 500 – The Largest Companies in the World by Revenue, n.d.; Insurance Authority - Quarterly Release of Provisional Statistics for Long Term Business 2023, n.d.). To maintain its position as a global insurance hub, Hong Kong must continue attracting companies and talent, making it essential to understand the key factors affecting employee engagement, job satisfaction, and company performance.

[bookmark: _Toc180252546]Dynamic market development
The life insurance market is constantly evolving and technological advancements and innovations have significantly impacted market dynamics, way of working, business operations, and employee well-being (Enholm et al., 2022; Walkowiak & MacDonald, 2023). In addition, Hong Kong market-specific factors such as regulatory reforms to enhance stability and competitiveness, and the rapid development of the Mainland Chinese Visitors market (C&SD : Table 650-80001 : Visitor Arrivals by Country/Region of Residence, n.d.) have added additional complexity to the industry. As business models evolve, back-office employees experience changes in their roles and responsibilities, potentially impacting their well-being and engagement levels. This study will help develop a better understanding of the relationships between role ambiguity, role conflict, and employee engagement in this dynamic environment. 

[bookmark: _Toc180252547]The relationship between shareholders, back-office employees, front-line distribution and customers
Back-office employees in life insurance companies work in functions such as product development, underwriting, customer service, finance, and their role requires them to balance the needs of all key stakeholders, such as company shareholders, front-line distribution and customers (refer to figure 1). On the other hand, front-line distribution employees, such as agents and brokers, are third-party contractors paid on commissions for sales. This distinction is important as back-office employees represent the company’s interests, while front-line distribution employees focus on closing sales. This could lead to conflicts due to misaligned incentives, differing strategic priorities and information asymmetry. The challenges that back-office employees face in balancing the competing and contradictory needs of shareholders, front-line distribution and customers contribute to increased role ambiguity and role conflict, and as a result, will have a negative impact on employee engagement.







Figure 1: Relationship between shareholders, back-office employees, front-line sales and customers
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[bookmark: _Toc180252548]Research aims and objectives
[bookmark: _Toc180252549]Aims
The aim of this research is to conduct a cross-sectional survey measuring the relationship between role ambiguity and role conflict levels and employee engagement scores amongst back-office employees working in Hong Kong life insurance companies. In addition, I will aim to determine the relative strength of role ambiguity and role conflict as predictor of employee engagement.

[bookmark: _Toc180252550]Objectives
The objectives of this study are:
1. To measure the levels of role ambiguity, role conflict, and employee engagement of back-office employees in life insurance companies using validated questionnaires.
2. To statistically analyse the effects of role ambiguity and role conflict on employee engagement.
3. To compare the statistical results with previous literature findings.

[bookmark: _Toc180252551]Research questions
The research questions that will guide this study are:
1. What are the quantitative relationships between role ambiguity, role conflict, and employee engagement for life insurance back-office employees?
2. Whether role ambiguity or role conflict has a stronger statistical relationship with employee engagement?

[bookmark: _Toc180252552]Hypotheses
The hypotheses that this paper will be testing are:
1. H1: Role ambiguity is negatively correlated with employee engagement amongst back-office life insurance employees in Hong Kong.
2. H2: Role conflict is negatively correlated with employee engagement amongst back-office life insurance employees in Hong Kong.
3. H3: The strength of the negative relationship between role ambiguity and employee engagement is statistically different from the strength of the negative relationship between role conflict and employee engagement.

[bookmark: _Toc180252553]Contributions
[bookmark: _Toc180252554]Significance of the study
Hong Kong is a global leader in the life insurance industry, offering vital financial protection and risk management solutions to individuals and businesses. The city’s well-established life insurance market plays a pivotal role in the overall financial market landscape and is a major contributor to the labour force.
The life insurance market of Hong Kong is significant, recording total gross premiums of US$ 62 billion in 2023, and continues to grow at a rapid pace in the first half of 2024 (Insurance Authority - Quarterly Release of Provisional Statistics for Long Term Business 2023, n.d.; Insurance Authority - Quarterly Release of Provisional Statistics for Long Term Business 2024, n.d.). The industry employs over 69,000 individuals and have more than 103,000 licensed insurance agents and brokers (C&SD : Statistical Digest of the Services Sector, n.d.). However, the life insurance industry is undergoing significant changes, driven by evolving competitive landscape, shifting customer needs, on-going market expansions, regulatory changes, and technological advancement (2024 Insurance Outlook, n.d.; Asia Pacific Insurance Sector Opportunities - KPMG China, 2023; Asian Life Insurance: 2023 McKinsey Global Insurance Report | McKinsey, n.d.). These forces are collectively reshaping the industry, necessitating adjustments in business models and operational processes. For Hong Kong life insurance companies to continue to attract, retain and motivate talent, it is important to understand the impacts of role ambiguity and role conflicts on employee engagement.

[bookmark: _Toc180252555]Theoretical implications
This research aims to address an existing gap in the literature by examining how role ambiguity and role conflict affect employee engagement amongst back-office employees in the Hong Kong life insurance industry. The findings will contribute to organizational behaviour and workplace well-being research.

[bookmark: _Toc180252556]Practical implications
This study is expected to provide insights into how role ambiguity and role conflict impact employee engagement. This study will help organizations identify sources of role stress, guide development of strategies to drive better employee engagement, and contribute to understanding factors that affect employee well-being and company performance.
[bookmark: _Toc180252557]Literature review
[bookmark: _Toc180252558]Overview of concepts
[bookmark: _Toc180252559]Role ambiguity
Role ambiguity occurs when there is a lack of clarity on roles and expectations for job positions of a company, and this could happen when expectations have not been appropriately communicated by managers or when the employees feel that there is a lack of information available regarding the roles they are responsible for (Abramis, 1994; Jackson & Schuler, 1985; Kauppila, 2014). 
There is a body of research showing that increased role ambiguity lead to lower employee engagement, performance and company performance (Rizzo et al., 1970; Shen, 2005; Tubre & Collins, 2000). Studies across various industries have demonstrated these effects, including reduced creativity (Tang & Chang, 2010), increased chance of burning out (Alblihed & Alzghaibi, 2022), increased stress and unwillingness to take on additional responsibilities (Mañas et al., 2018). 
In the insurance industry, technological advancements like artificial intelligence (AI) adoption have increased role ambiguity for back-office employees, affecting job scopes and mental health (Artificial Intelligence in the Insurance Industry - KPMG China, 2023; Balasubramanian et al., n.d.; Paruchuri, 2020). Zarifis et al. (2019) studied 20 insurance companies to understand how AI will impact operations and concluded that there was significant impact to jobs traditionally handled by humans (Zarifis et al., 2019). More specifically, the challenge in managing competing stakeholder interests further complicates this issue. Increased role ambiguity can hinder back-office employees’ ability to align with company goals, ultimately impacting performance. These challenges underscore the importance of addressing role ambiguity to maintain employee engagement and organizational effectiveness in the Hong Kong life insurance industry.

[bookmark: _Toc180252560]Role conflict
Role conflict occurs when an employee faces incompatible expectations or demands in their job positions, and this can in turn lead to increased stress, decreased job satisfaction and decreased organizational effectiveness (Rizzo et al., 1970; Shen, 2005; Tubre & Collins, 2000). Like role ambiguity, a good number of studies have shown that role conflict is negatively associated with employee engagement. When employees experience role conflict, they may feel overwhelmed, frustrated and exercise less commitment to their work, leading to decreased employee engagement (Gilboa et al., 2008; House & Rizzo, 1972; Netemeyer et al., 1990; Tang & Chang, 2010; Tubre & Collins, 2000). 
This relationship between role conflict and employee engagement is observable in the life insurance industry as employees, in particular back-office employees for this paper, struggle with multiple responsibilities and face competing demands from various stakeholders (Hamid et al., 2011; Kalkavan & Katrinli, 2014; Piaralal et al., 2016). In the life insurance industry, role conflict for back-office employees could arise from multiple occasions, including balancing company objectives, customer needs and front-line distribution demands. The relationship between the different parties is depicted in figure 1. In addition, the need to adapt to rapidly changing regulatory environment, evolving competitive landscape and technological advancements will also contribute to increased role conflict, leading to negative impact on employee engagement (Zarifis et al., 2019). 
Therefore, understanding and addressing role conflict are critical for maintaining high levels of employee engagement for Hong Kong life insurance companies. This will enable back-office employees to better manage and balance the competing needs of all stakeholders, and ultimately contributing to better organizational performance.

[bookmark: _Toc180252561]Employee engagement
Employee engagement is a critical concept in human resource management, reflecting the level of enthusiasm and dedication employees have towards their jobs. It encompasses the psychological and emotional connection employees feel towards their company goals, significantly influencing their overall work and life experience (Gallup, 2024; Kompaso & Sridevi, 2010; Saks, 2006).
Companies recognize the importance of employee engagement due to its positive impact on productivity, retention, and overall performance. Engaged employees are more likely to drive better results, support colleagues, and foster innovation (Bailey et al., 2017). This translates to higher efficiency, lower recruitment and training cost, and increased profitability. As a result, organizations invest considerable resources in improving engagement levels (Gallup, 2024; Harter et al., 2002).
Role ambiguity happens when there is a lack of clarity in roles and job expectations, and has been shown to negatively affect employee engagement (Rizzo et al., 1970; Tubre & Collins, 2000). In the context of Hong Kong life insurance, role ambiguity may stem from evolving operating models, technological advancements, and complex regulations. This ambiguity can lead to higher stress and frustration, ultimately resulting in lower employee engagement.
On the other hand, when employees face conflicting demands or expectations at their job positions, they may experience stress, frustration, and decreased motivation at work. Role conflict significantly impacts employee engagement by creating stress and reducing job satisfaction (Gilboa et al., 2008; Rizzo et al., 1970; Tang & Chang, 2010; Tubre & Collins, 2000). In the life insurance industry, with complex stakeholder relationships as highlighted in figure 1, back-office employees often need to navigate and balance the competing needs of shareholders, front-line distribution sales, and customers. This situation often leads to increased role conflict that can undermine employee engagement.
The negative impact from role ambiguity and role conflict on employee engagement is vast, and to address these challenges, companies should improve communication, align goals across and within functions, implement appropriate incentives, and promote a supportive work environment (Ajitha & Ramya, 2023; Attridge, 2009; Dobre, 2013; Saks, 2006). By focusing on these areas, companies can enhance employee engagement, leading to better outcomes and a more resilient workforce amidst industry changes.

[bookmark: _Toc180252562]Critical analysis of theories under consideration
[bookmark: _Toc180252563]Existing literature
Role ambiguity
Role ambiguity has been extensively studied since the 1970s, consistently showing negative impacts on job stress, motivation, and employee engagement (Abramis, 1994; Jackson & Schuler, 1985; Rizzo et al., 1970; Tubre & Collins, 2000). While often explained as a misunderstanding or communication issue, recent research has identified additional contributing factors to role ambiguity. 
Kauppila (2014) employed a multi-level framework across 25 Finnish organizations, highlight the influence of top-down decision-making and leadership styles on role clarity. Kauppila noted that outcome-based strategies may increase role ambiguity in some departments while enhancing clarity for sales-focused employees (Kauppila, 2014). This finding is relevant to the life insurance industry, where management decisions could create a trade-off between back-office employee engagement and front-line sales performance. 
The importance of managerial coaching in mitigating role ambiguity was highlighted in Kalkavan and Katrinli’s study (2014). Their study showed that coaching behaviours positively impacted role clarification, reduced role ambiguity, and contributed to job satisfaction and performance.
Trust also emerged as a critical factor in team collaboration and role clarity. Lapointe et al. (2014) demonstrated that reducing job-related uncertainty can improve trust between employees and supervisors, further emphasizing the importance of minimizing role ambiguity (Lapointe et al., 2014).
These studies underscore the multifaceted nature of role ambiguity and its implications on employee engagement. The findings further emphasize the need of a comprehensive approach encompassing organizational decision-making, leadership development, employee orientation and training.

Role conflict
Role conflict has been a significant focus on organizational behaviour research since the seminal work by Rizzo et al. (1970), with which scales were developed to measure role ambiguity and role conflict in organizations. Rizzo et al. laid the foundation for understanding how conflicting and contradicting expectations within a role can lead to stress and reduced job satisfaction. Subsequently, Bowling et al. (2017) addressed limitations in previous role conflict measurements and enhanced the accuracy of role conflict assessment.
Research has shown that role conflict has significant implications on employee engagement, creativity, leadership and communication within organizations. Netemeyer et al. (1990) adapted structural equation modelling to show how role conflict negatively impacted employee engagement through increased stress and job satisfaction reduction. This relationship was further explored and confirmed by a meta-analysis conducted by Gilboa et al. (2008).
Examining the relationship between role ambiguity and role conflict on creativity, Tang & Chang (2010) observed interesting “opposite” effects in which role ambiguity showed direct and negative link to creativity, while role conflict showed direct and positive link to creativity. These findings suggest that companies can consider harnessing role conflict in a controlled manner to encourage creative thinking.
Leadership and effective communication from leaders can mitigate role conflict, as highlighted in Bowling et al.’s (2017) study on developing enhanced role stressor scales. Bowling et al. also emphasized the need for clear communication of role expectations to reduce both role ambiguity and role conflict.
These studies demonstrate that role conflict significantly affects employee engagement, creativity, and overall performance. They underscore the importance of effective leadership and clear communication in manging role conflict and fostering an effective organizational workplace.

Employee engagement
Employee engagement research regarding the insurance industry has historically concentrated on customer-facing roles, such as customer servicing representatives and agents. For instance, Piaralal et al. conducted a study in the Malaysian life insurance sector, focusing on customer service representatives to analyse the relationship between engagement, human resource management initiatives, and job satisfaction. There is, however, a growing body of literature examining employee engagement among back-office employees, recognizing the crucial role in organizational success.
Employee engagement, defined as employees’ enthusiasm and commitment towards their roles and organizations, is linked to superior company performance (Bailey et al., 2017; Dobre, 2013; Gallup, 2024; Harter et al., 2002; Saks, 2006). In the life insurance industry, where customer satisfaction and front-line employee experience are paramount, engagement is critical for efficiency and competitiveness. 
Studies have identified multiple employee engagement drivers. By studying 36 companies across over 7,900 business units, Harter et al. (2002) demonstrated that empowerment and recognition are positively correlated to engagement. Efforts into driving better role clarity and creating a positive working environment with peer and supervisory support have also shown to positively contribute to better employee engagement (Ajitha & Ramya, 2023; Bailey et al., 2017; Kajwang, 2022; Piaralal et al., 2016).
Back-office employees of life insurance companies perform critical functions like claims management, product development, marketing & branding, and actuarial & financial report. These roles are integral to balancing the needs of shareholders, front-line sales agents and customers. Therefore, it is important to understand the relationships between role ambiguity, role conflict and employee engagement for back-office employees, and help inform companies on strategies to drive better overall organizational performance. 

[bookmark: _Toc180252564]Identification of research gaps
While there are a good number of research conducted on role ambiguity, role conflict and employee engagement, significant research gaps remain on these concepts regarding back-office employees in the Hong Kong life insurance industry.

Role ambiguity
Research on role ambiguity in the life insurance industry has predominantly focused on its impact on customer-facing sales roles, mainly agents, with limited attention given to back-office employees. While recent research has examined the influence of AI and technology on the insurance industry (Balasubramanian et al., n.d.; Eling et al., 2022; Paruchuri, 2020; Zarifis et al., 2019), the consequent effects on role ambiguity on back-office employees remain underexplored. Moreover, evolving regulations, shifting customer behaviours, and challenges in balancing evolving and at times contradictory stakeholders’ needs, are also factors that contribute to increased role ambiguity, particularly for back-office employees. Developing a more nuanced understanding of role ambiguity’s impact on back-office employees is crucial for improving organizational outcomes in the life insurance industry.

Role conflict
Like role ambiguity, the existing literature on role conflict reveals gaps in understanding the impact of role conflict on employee engagement, particularly for back-office employees in the life insurance industry. While studies have established general relationships between role conflict, role ambiguity, and employee engagement (Bowling et al., 2017; Netemeyer et al., 1990; Rizzo et al., 1970), there is limited research specifically addressing life insurance back-office employees. 
Similar to role ambiguity, the literature on role conflict lacks studies on how industry-specific factors, such as regulatory changes, evolving customer needs, competitive dynamics and technological advancements, influence role conflict and employee engagement for back-office employees in the life insurance industry. Future studies addressing such knowledge gaps could contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of role conflict and employee engagement across the life insurance industry.

Employee engagement
Research on employee engagement in the life insurance industry has been concentrated on agents and customer-facing staff, with limited research conducted on back-office employees. While Kajwang (222) explored employee engagement levels amongst younger back-office employees, this study was restricted to a specific demographic (Kajwang, 2022). The fact that different employee segments respond to different motivational factors (Dobre, 2013) suggests that existing findings from studies on life insurance agents may not be directly applicable to back-office employees. This highlights a gap in the literature, as employee engagement studies for back-office employees, such as distribution management, product development, underwriting, and marketing, remain unexplored. Given the critical role back-office employees play in organizational success, understanding their unique engagement drivers will be valuable. 

[bookmark: _Toc180252565]Summary
The existing literature reveals significant gaps in our understanding of role ambiguity, role conflict, and employee engagement amongst back-office employees in the Hong Kong life insurance industry. While there are a good number of studies conducted on front-line sales agents, there is a notable gap focusing on back-office employees.
Role ambiguity and role conflict have become increasingly complicated as business operating models go through phases of transformation driven by regulatory changes, evolving customer needs, and technological advancements. However, the impacts of role ambiguity and role conflict on employee engagement levels remain unexplored. This is a significant problem in the industry given the critical role back-office employee play in their organizational functions.
This study aims to address these research gaps. I will be conducting a pilot test to examine the relationship between role ambiguity, role conflict, and employee engagement of back-office employees in the Hong Kong life insurance industry. This pilot test will serve to refine the research instrument for my future main study. 

[bookmark: _Toc180252566]Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc180252567]Research design 
This study employs a cross-sectional survey design to examine the relationships between role ambiguity, role conflict, and employee engagement amongst back-office employees in the Hong Kong life insurance industry. This research approach allows us to collect standardized data, facilitate statistical analysis and deriving findings from the statistical results. The cross-sectional survey design provides a snapshot to the current state of the variables, offering valuable insights into their relationships at a specific time point.
This study was done in two phases:
1. Generated items and obtained comments from think-aloud interviews.
2. Tested the revised items with 35 participants from the Hong Kong life insurance industry and examined the scale’s reliability and validity.

[bookmark: _Toc180252568]Item development
[bookmark: _Toc180252569]Design
Role ambiguity and role conflict
I used Bowling et al.’s new role stressor scale as the guide for item development. Despite the popularity of Rizzo et al.’s role conflict and ambiguity survey, there has been many criticism, including potential bias in reliability reporting and lack of comprehensive evaluation (House & Rizzo, 1972; Jackson & Schuler, 1985). Bowling et al.’s role stressor scale is more updated, addresses the problems identified in Rizzo et al.’s scale, and is more effective in distinguishing between role ambiguity and role conflict (Bowling et al., 2017). 
There are two separate scales in the Bowling et al. scale: role ambiguity scale and role conflict scale, and each of the scales contains 6 items. The items are rated on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). The role ambiguity scale measures the degree of uncertainty in job expectations and the role conflict scale measures the degree of competing demands. In terms of scoring, both scales have 6 items, and each scale has 3 items that are reverse scored. Higher average scores suggest higher levels of role ambiguity and role conflict. The scales are comprehensive and easy to understand, and hence, I have used the full 12 items in the cross-sectional survey (refer to section 1 of survey template in appendix).

Employee engagement
To assess employee engagement, I have used the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) developed by Schaufeli et al. (2006). The original 17-item UWES is one of the most widely used and validated measurements, and the short version 9-item UWES (UWES-9) is particularly popular as it is more concise and has shown to be a robust measurement tool (Schaufeli et al., 2006).
Another popular survey, the 12-item Gallup employee engagement survey, was considered as it has been widely adopted in the corporate world (Gallup, 2024). However, since many corporations would have their employees conduct the Gallup survey between September and October, I opted to use another survey to avoid my survey participants to repeat the same Gallup experience and bring in other consideration factors outside of role ambiguity and role conflict.
UWES-9 measures three dimensions of work engagement: (1.) vigor, (2.) dedication, and (3.) absorption. Each dimension has 3 items, and the items are rated on a 7-point frequency scale from 0 (Never) to 6 (Always). The vigor items measure the level of energy and resilience at work, while the dedication items measure the level of enthusiasm, inspiration and pride, and the absorption items measure how focused and absorbed the person is towards their work. Higher average scores suggest higher employee engagement level. The UWES-9 survey is a concise and effective way to measure employee engagement and I have adopted the 9 items in the cross-sectional survey (refer to section 2 of survey template in appendix).

[bookmark: _Toc180252570]Sample for think aloud interview
To perform content validity, I conducted think-aloud interviews with 3 individuals (2 males and 1 female) in Hong Kong. One participant is employed in the pharmaceutical industry, while the other two are from the life insurance industry. All participants spoke and read English and Cantonese fluently and have worked in Hong Kong for more than 10 years. In addition, all 3 individuals have experience in designing research surveys at work. As the survey will eventually be presented in English, I wanted to understand from the 3 individuals on whether the questions are worded in a manner that was understandable by layman Hong Kong employees. 

[bookmark: _Toc180252571]Procedures
The 3 interviews were conducted separately: 2 interviews were conducted at a café and another one at the Hong Kong international airport lounge. I conducted the interviews myself. To begin, I explained the purpose of the study and obtained the individuals’ consent before proceeding to giving them instructions on how to think aloud. 
I displayed the survey questions one by one, in the order I initially intended, on my laptop screen, and asked the individuals to read the questions aloud. I then asked them to describe their thought process as I took notes on the side. I provided brief answers to any questions the individuals had and reminded them of the purpose and objective of the survey when necessary. I also asked the individuals to provide suggestions for better wording and feedback on the order of how the questions were arranged. The interviews were not recorded, and each interview lasted about 45 minutes. All the individuals participated voluntarily, and no payment was given.

[bookmark: _Toc180252572]Revisions based on feedback
I revised the items based on the feedback obtained in the 3 think aloud interviews. There were two types of feedback in general: (1.) rewording items for clarity and adjust the context to be more appropriate for the Hong Kong working culture, and (2.) reordering the sequence of how the items appear to avoid repeating questions from the same dimensions that are too similar. I kept all 12 (role ambiguity and role conflict) and 9 (employee engagement) items for the survey for the pilot test, and the revisions I have made to the original items are displayed in tables 1-4 below. Details for all items are shown in the appendix.
Table 1
Feedback on survey items from think aloud interviews with 3 individuals
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Table 2
Sequence of items displayed in the pilot survey: Role ambiguity & role conflict 
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Table 3
Feedback on engagement survey items from think aloud interviews with 3 individuals
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Table 4
Sequence of items displayed in the pilot survey: Employee engagement
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[bookmark: _Toc180252573]Pilot test
[bookmark: _Toc180252574]Design
I tested the selected role ambiguity, role conflict and employee engagement measures by conducting a cross-sectional survey on employees employed in the Hong Kong life insurance industry.

[bookmark: _Toc180252575]Sample and procedures for pilot test
I reached out to my contacts within the Hong Kong life insurance industry to select the survey participants. A total of 8 life (and health) insurance companies and more than 13 different functional departments were covered.
I wanted to ensure that I have a broad representation of participants from companies of different sizes, and so I compiled a name list that included small, medium and large life insurance companies. I reached out to the participants via Whatsapp and emails. After explaining the objective of my study, I shared with them the link to my online survey, and I further suggested them to share this survey (along with the instructions) to other willing participants who are employed in the Hong Kong life insurance industry. The entire survey was administrated online via Google forms and took around 10 minutes to complete. All the participants participated voluntarily, and no monetary reward was provided. My goal was to reach 30 completed surveys.

[bookmark: _Toc180252576]Measures
The survey included three sections: (1.) job responsibilities and expectations, (2.) level of engagement with work, and (3.) background questions on the participant. 
The “job responsibilities and expectations” section is intended to examine the level of role ambiguity and role conflict of the participant. The survey questions are based on the 12-item role ambiguity and role conflict scale developed by Bowling et al. (Bowling et al., 2017), and modified to reflect the comments from the think aloud interviews. An average score for role ambiguity and an average score for role conflict will be calculated.
The “level of engagement with work” section measures employee engagement and the questions are based on the short version 9-item UWES survey by Schaufeli et al. (Schaufeli et al., 2006). Three dimensions, vigor, dedication and absorption, are measured and the survey questions modified based on comments from the think aloud interviews. An average score for each of the three dimensions will be calculated.
Lastly, the survey included six questions to better understand the participants’ backgrounds. For examples, questions related years of experience, and the level of cross-functional collaboration.
[bookmark: _Toc180252577]Analysis
Internal reliability 
To assess internal reliability, I used the reliability analysis function in Jamovi on my collected survey data to determine whether items within the scales are correlated. 
For role expectations, I analysed 6 items for the role ambiguity scale, and 6 items for the role conflict scale. For employee engagement, I conducted separate analyses for each of the 3 dimensions: vigor, dedication and absorption, and included one run that analysed 9 items at once for overall employee engagement level. For each of these analyses, I measured Cronbach’s alphas, means, and standard deviations. The minimum threshold for Cronbach’s alpha was set at 0.70.
In addition, I conducted correlation analysis on the computed average scales of role ambiguity and role conflict. I also ran correlation analysis between the computed average scales of vigor, dedication and absorption.
Criterion validity
To assess criterion validity, I used the correlation matrix function in Jamovi on my collected survey data to determine the relationship between role ambiguity, role conflict and employee engagement. A benchmark of Pearson’s r correlation of at least 0.40 was used. 
Other assessments
Finally, I conducted various t-tests, ANOVA, and correlation analysis with the demographic data collected to generate additional insights. All the statistical analyses were performed using Jamovi (v2.3.28).

[bookmark: _Toc180252578]Results
[bookmark: _Toc180252579]Survey participants
A total of 35 employees from 8 different life insurance companies completed the survey (Table 5). A total of 17 functional departments was recorded and majority of the participants come from the strategy function (34%). 60% of the participants managed or supervised employees and over 74% of the participants indicated that more than 50% of their work involved cross-functional collaboration. Despite the concentration in strategy function respondents, participants who completed the survey are well dispersed across the number of years in the life insurance industry and represented a group of employees who have a high degree of connectivity across various teams across the organization. 
Table 5
Survey participant characteristics (n = 35)
	Gender
	Counts
	% of Total
	Cumulative %

	Male
	13
	37.1 %
	37.1 %

	Female
	18
	51.4 %
	88.6 %

	Prefer not to say
	4
	11.4 %
	100.0 %

	Years in the life insurance industry
	Counts
	% of Total
	Cumulative %

	Less than 1 year
	0
	0 %
	0 %

	1-5 years
	7
	20.0 %
	20.0 %

	6-10 years
	11
	31.4 %
	51.4 %

	11-15 years
	6
	17.1 %
	68.6 %

	16-20 years
	7
	20.0 %
	88.6 %

	More than 20 years
	4
	11.4 %
	100.0 %

	% of cross-functional collaboration work
	Counts
	% of Total
	Cumulative %

	0-25%
	1
	2.9 %
	2.9 %

	26-50%
	8
	22.9 %
	25.7 %

	51-75%
	8
	22.9 %
	48.6 %

	76-100%
	18
	51.4 %
	100.0 %

	Years in current role
	Counts
	% of Total
	Cumulative %

	Less than 1 year
	9
	25.7 %
	25.7 %

	1-3 years
	15
	42.9 %
	68.6 %

	4-6 years
	8
	22.9 %
	91.4 %

	7-9 years
	1
	2.9 %
	94.3 %

	10 years or more
	2
	5.7 %
	100.0 %

	People manager
	Counts
	% of Total
	Cumulative %

	Yes
	21
	60.0 %
	60.0 %

	No
	14
	40.0 %
	100.0 %

	Job functions
	Counts
	% of Total
	Cumulative %

	Strategy
	12
	34.3 %
	34.3 %

	Project Management
	5
	14.3 %
	48.6 %

	Human resources
	2
	5.7 %
	54.3 %

	Admin support
	1
	2.9 %
	57.1 %

	Back-office operations
	1
	2.9 %
	60.0 %

	Legal and compliance
	1
	2.9 %
	62.9 %

	Risk Management
	1
	2.9 %
	65.7 %

	Product development
	1
	2.9 %
	68.6 %

	Actuarial
	2
	5.7 %
	74.3 %

	Distribution management
	1
	2.9 %
	77.1 %

	Investor Relations
	1
	2.9 %
	80.0 %

	Marketing & Communications
	2
	5.7 %
	85.7 %

	Accounting & Finance
	1
	2.9 %
	88.6 %

	Health
	1
	2.9 %
	91.4 %

	Business Planning
	1
	2.9 %
	94.3 %

	Legal & Compliance
	1
	2.9 %
	97.1 %

	IT / Systems support
	1
	2.9 %
	100.0 %



[bookmark: _Toc180252580]Scale characteristics
[bookmark: _Toc180252581]Internal reliability 
I assessed internal reliability for the (1.) 6 items for the role ambiguity scale, (2,) 6 items for the role conflict scale, and (3.) 9 items for overall employee engagement scale under UWES-9. I also conducted internal reliability for each of the 3 dimensions under UWES-9, namely vigor, dedication and absorption. 
The 6 items each for role ambiguity and role conflict scales were scored using 7-point Likert scales (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). Half of the items were reversed-scored, and adjustments have been made. The mean scores for role ambiguity items ranged from 2.2 to 3.71, and the mean scores for role conflict ranged from 2.97 to 5.4. Cronbach’s alpha for role ambiguity and role conflict were 0.796 and 0.833 respectively, both exceeding the minimum threshold of 0.70 and satisfying the internal reliability requirements. Results are shown in tables 6 and 7. 
The 9 items under UWES-9 were scored using 7-point Likert scales (0 = Never, 6 = Always). The mean scores for the 9 employee engagement items ranged from 3.57 to 4.34, and the overall employee engagement scale was 4.07. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.931 (>0.70) indicating satisfactory internal reliability. Results are shown in table 8.
By conducting reliability analysis on the 3 dimensions of UWES-9, we can see that Cronbach’s alpha for vigor scale, dedication scale and absorption scale all exceed 0.70. Results are shown in table 9.


Table 6
Job responsibilities and expectations: Role ambiguity survey
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Table 7
Job responsibilities and expectations: Role conflict survey
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Table 8
Level of engagement with work: UWES-9 (Overall employee engagement)
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Table 9
Level of engagement with work: UWES-9 (3 dimensions)
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[bookmark: _Toc180252582]Criterion validity
To conduct criterion validity on the survey data, I’ve populated a correlation matrix (table 10) by using the averages for role ambiguity across the relevant 6 items, averages for role conflict for 6 items, and overall employee engagement levels by averaging all 9 items under UWES-9. The results show that there is significant correlation between role ambiguity and role conflict (p < 0.001), role ambiguity and employee engagement (p < 0.001), and role conflict and employee engagement (p < 0.027). Both role ambiguity and role conflict are negatively correlated with employee engagement, with role ambiguity showing stronger negative association with employee engagement than role conflict. These relationships are consistent with the observations highlighted in the literature review. Table 11 shows the computed results when the 3 dimensions of UWES-9 was used instead of the overall employee engagement score. Except for role conflict and absorption, all the pairwise associations were significant (p < 0.05). 
To further compare the pairwise correlations between role ambiguity-employee engagement and role conflict-employee engagement, I used the Fisher’s r-to-z transformation to compare correlations (Diedenhofen & Musch, 2015). An online calculator is available (cocor - comparing correlations) to compare correlations -0.602 and -0.375. The null hypothesis is retained indicating that there are no statistically significant differences between the two correlations.
Table 10
Correlation Matrix (using overall employee engagement of UWES-9)
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Table 11
Correlation Matrix (using 3 dimensions of UWES-9)
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[bookmark: _Toc180252583]Additional analysis
I populated the correlation matrix with the demographic data collected (table 12). Such data include gender, years of experience in the life insurance industry, years in current role, whether the participant is a people manager, and the percentage of time spent on cross-functional collaboration work. While most of the demographic data did not show correlation between role ambiguity, role conflict nor employee engagement, it was observed that gender and the vigor scale are positively correlated (p < 0.05).

Table 12
Correlation Matrix (include demographic data)
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[bookmark: _Toc180252584]Discussions
[bookmark: _Toc180252585]Interpretation of results and implications
I conducted a pilot survey to 35 individuals. The results are helpful in understand the relationships between role ambiguity, role conflict and employee engagement levels, specifically for the Hong Kong life insurance industry.
The results showed positive correlation between role ambiguity and role conflict. Role ambiguity and role conflict are demonstrated to be negatively correlated with employee engagement (table 10). These results are consistent with the findings from literature (Bowling et al., 2017; Gilboa et al., 2008; Rizzo et al., 1970; Tubre & Collins, 2000). In addition, the correlation between role conflict and employee engagement (or absorption in particular) is weaker than the pairwise association between role ambiguity and engagement. Though not directly on employee engagement, Shen (2015) showed similar findings on job satisfaction levels. The different impacts between role ambiguity and role conflict could be an area for future research.
In the correlation analysis including demographic data, the gender variable showed that it was correlated with the vigor level. Females showed higher mean scores for vigor (4.3) when compared to males (3.5), and the four participants that prefer not to disclose their gender scored 4.5 on vigor. This was an unexpected result as gender differences were not observed in previous research (Schaufeli et al., 2006), however, some recent studies did highlight the differences in male and female preferences for human resource management programs (Ali et al., 2024). To design better HRM programs catering to the demographics and needs of the companies, further research to understand the role gender plays on role ambiguity, conflict and employee engagement can be conducted. 
The analysis I have conducted have addressed the research questions and hypotheses outlined in the “research aims and objectives” section. Our findings show that role ambiguity and role conflict are negatively correlated with employee engagement amongst back-office life insurance employees in Hong Kong (accept H1 and H2). For H3, through the correlation comparison, I have shown that there is no statistically significant difference between the pairwise correlations and hence, H3 does not hold.

[bookmark: _Toc180252586]Limitations
This study has three potential limitations. First, our results need to be interpreted carefully as the sample size is limited (n=35). For future research, we should consider increasing the number of survey respondents to increase the credibility of this study. Secondly, the convenience sampling approach was adopted and I’ve reached out to my contacts within the life insurance industry. Even though more than 8 companies were involved, most of the people I have contacted came from one company. Moreover, the concentration in respondents from the strategy function indicates that the sampling method hasn’t covered a broad enough group of individuals. Lastly, the survey was presented in English only. Chinese is common language used within the life insurance business and in the future, we can consider including both English and Chinese in the survey to make it easier to understand for a broader group of individuals.

[bookmark: _Toc180252587]Conclusions
[bookmark: _Toc180252588]Summary
Consistent with the findings from the literature, our survey results showed that role ambiguity and role conflict negatively impacted back-office employee engagement in the Hong Kong life insurance industry. Our pilot survey consisted of only 35 respondents. Moving forward, I can expand this to include more than 300 survey participants, distribute the survey to cover more companies, and lastly, reduce the concentration of participants coming from the same functional teams. I will also consider enhancing the survey to gather more detailed information that can provide insights on the drivers to role ambiguity and role conflict. 

[bookmark: _Toc180252589]Significance of research and limitations
Hong Kong is a major global insurance hub, employing over 69,000 individuals. Understanding the drivers to employee engagement will help attract talent and further enhance performance of the industry. 
While studies on role ambiguity, role conflict and employee engagement have been conducted, significant research gaps in the life insurance industry remain. Existing studies have not incorporated the potential impacts from channel conflicts, principal-agent conflict, and the challenges arising from customer-oriented approaches. In addition, there is the risk of missing the potential differences from different functional teams as the job demand conflicts vary significantly by the tasks’ nature. Developing better understanding in this area will be critical for the development of Hong Kong’s life insurance industry, and future research can focus on these specific challenges faced by employees.
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Survey: Role experience and employee engagement in the Hong Kong life insurance industry (October 2024)
Important: This survey is intended for employees of Hong Kong life insurance companies only. If you are not currently employed by a life insurance company, please do not proceed with this survey. Thank you for your understanding.
This survey examines your work experience in the life insurance industry, focusing on 2 key areas:
1. Clarity of your job responsibilities and expectations
2. Your level of engagement with your work
There are 3 sections in this survey:
1. Questions on your job responsibilities and expectations (12 questions)
2. Questions on work & well-being (9 questions)
3. Background questions about you (6 questions)
Your responses will help us improve workplace conditions and support employee well-being. This survey is confidential and should take about 10 minutes to complete. 
Thank you!








Section 1: Job responsibilities and expectations
The following questions ask about your experiences at your current job.
Please answer each question by selecting the response option that most closely matches your opinion.
[image: A table of survey results
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Source: (Bowling et al., 2017)




Section 2: Level of engagement with work
The following 9 statements are about how you feel at work. Please read each statement carefully and decide if you ever feel this way about your job.
If you have never had this feeling, select "Never".
If you have had this feeling, indicate how often you felt it by selecting the other six choices that best describes how frequently you feel that way.
[image: A table with black text
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Source: Shortened version of Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (Schaufeli et al., 2006)







Section 3: Background questions
Choose one answer of each of the questions below.
1. What is your gender identify?
· Male
· Female
· Prefer not to say
2. How many years have you worked in the life insurance industry?
· Less than 1 year
· 1-5 years
· 6-10 years
· 11-15 years
· 16-20 years
· More than 20 years
3. Do you directly manage or supervise other employees?
· Yes
· No
4. What percentage of your work involves cross-functional collaboration?
· 0-25%
· 26-50%
· 51-75%
· 76-100%
5. How long have you been in your current role?
· Less than 1 year
· 1-3 years
· 4-6 years
· 7-9 years
· 10 years or more
6. Which of the following best describes your primary job function?
· Underwriting
· Claims processing
· Back-office operations
· Customer service
· IT / Systems support
· Project Management
· Accounting & Finance
· Business Planning
· Product development
· Actuarial
· Distribution management
· Marketing & Communications
· Strategy
· Legal & Compliance
· Human resources
· Others: (Please fill in)
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