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A B S T R A C T   

The study aimed to understand the relationship between the psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and turnover intention and the moderating role of employee engagement. Data were collected via a structured 
questionnaire through both hand deliveries of printed questionnaires and Google docs from 187 frontline em
ployees in the Ghanaian public sector. The hypotheses were tested using structural equation modeling. There 
exists a positive and significant relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and employee turnover intentions. 
Out of the three dimensions of work engagement, vigor had a significant negative moderating effect on the 
relationship between psychological impact and turnover intentions. This implies that the positive effect of the 
psychological impact of COVID-19 on turnover intentions is minimized, where employees have high levels of 
energy and mental resilience while working, thus their vigor is high rather than low. The study contributes to 
literature on employee work engagement by using the Job demands-resources model to unravel the specific 
dimension of employee engagement that can minimize the negative impact of COVID-19 on employees’ turnover 
intention in the public sector in a developing country.   

1. Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has wreaked severe damage on govern
ments, economies, and businesses all over the world (Du et al., 2023; 
Takyi et al., 2023; Usman et al., 2020; World Bank, 2020). The pandemic 
has had enormous consequences on people’s livelihoods as most coun
tries closed their borders, restricted the movement of people, and 
confined citizens within their homes for several weeks because of 
quarantine (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020). Citizens around the globe, 
irrespective of their social norms and values were encouraged to observe 
social distance as individuals’ mindfulness was found to have a positive 
and significant relationship with physical distancing (Kumar et al., 
2021). In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic led to the closure of busi
nesses, leading to unprecedented disruption in production, and com
mercial activities. As a result, organizations were confronted with issues 
relating to employee health, safety, and anxiety management (Jung
mann & Witthöft, 2020; Obuobisa-Darko, 2022), supply chain (Aday & 
Aday, 2020), and workforce management (Wynne et al., 2021). Recent 
studies have indicated that individuals around the globe have experi
enced changes in their mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Morin et al., 2021; Williams et al., 2020). 
While a burgeoning body of research has investigated the psycho

logical impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health (Serafini 
et al., 2020), employees and societies (e.g., Akat & Karataş, 2020; 
Morassaei et al., 2021; Passavanti et al., 2021; Tee et al., 2020), 
empirical evidence regarding the psychological impact of the pandemic 
on employee work performance outcomes such as work engagement and 
turnover intention remains scarce in the literature. To the best of our 
knowledge, this study is among the first attempts to examine the psy
chological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on employee work per
formance outcomes in the public sector within a developing country. 

Psychological effects of COVID-19 have been highly associated with 
stress, anxiety, depression, frustration, and insomnia, among other 
mental health indicators (Morin et al., 2021; Pappa et al., 2020). Ac
cording to Barbisch et al. (2015), the psychological reactions to infec
tious diseases could range from anxiety behavior to persistent feelings of 
hopelessness and depreciation, which could have negative conse
quences, including the intention to commit suicide (Thakur & Jain, 
2020) or leave an organization. Previous studies that have examined the 
psychological impact of COVID-19 on healthcare professionals and 
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employees, in general, reported a high incidence of anxiety, distress, 
depression and insomnia (Huang et al., 2020; Pappa et al., 2020). In the 
context of the present study, frontline public sector employees became 
vulnerable during the COVID-19 pandemic, which could have effects on 
their work engagement and turnover intention (ILO, 2022; World Bank, 
2020). 

Work engagement refers to the harnessing of organization members’ 
selves to their roles, where individuals employ and express themselves 
physically, cognitively, and emotionally during the performance of their 
job roles (Kahn, 1990). Engaged employees, in particular, put in a lot of 
effort to complete their assigned tasks because they identify with the 
task (Obuobisa-Darko, 2022; Nkansah et al., 2022; Coffie et al., 2023). 
Employees who are engaged with the work have a sense of enthusiastic 
and effective connection with their work, as they consider the work to be 
challenging and fulfilling rather than stressful and demanding (Bakker 
et al., 2014). They work with vigor, are dedicated and get absorbed in 
their work (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). 

On the other hand, turnover intention measures the intent of an 
employee to find a new job with another employer. It represents the 
voluntary withdrawal from the organization by an employee (De Croon 
et al., 2004) Thus, high levels of employee turnover may lead to a 
decline in the quality of services and, in turn, increase customers’ 
dissatisfaction with the services an organization provides (Trevor & 
Nyberg, 2008). The question then is, “Does employee engagement, 
specifically, vigor, absorption and dedication, make a difference in the 
relationship between the psychological impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic and turnover?” Drawing on the job demand-resources 
(JD-R) model, this study argues that excessive job demands, including 
anxiety and uncertainties during the COVID-19 era, could lead to sus
tained stress and work overload, which would cause one to wish to leave 
an organization. The JD-R model presumes that the health and 
well-being of the workforce are a product of a balance between positive 
(resources) and negative (demands) job characteristics (Schaufeli & 
Taris, 2014). While high job demands lead to strain, health impairment 
and anxiety (Magnavita, 2009), high resources result in increased 
motivation and enhanced work output. Thus, a lack of resources such as 
social support (Grey et al., 2020) and organizational support during 
COVID-19 may have a negative psychological impact (Labrague & De los 
Santos, 2020), which will lead to withdrawal behavior and a subsequent 
intention to leave the organization (Labrague & de Los Santos, 2021). 

This study is very significant and contributes to both theory and 
practice. Theoretically, the study contributes to the JD-R model, which, 
relatively, has not been used much in studies that focus on psychological 
impacts within developing countries. Thus, since context matter in 
research (Arnould et al., 2006; Ruël & Van der Kaap, 2012), the study of 
the psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in a developing 
country significantly bridges the knowledge gap. Again, although the 
pandemic situation has generally improved worldwide, its psychological 
impact is still an important issue that is worth investigating due to the 
effect it has on both individuals and organizations (Ahmad et al., 2023; 
Asif et al., 2022; Lange et al., 2023; Rodríguez-Martín et al., 2022). The 
findings will, therefore, help leaders adopt the appropriate strategies to 
manage the negative effect and leverage the positive to ensure organi
zational success in the current emerging economy. 

2. Theoretical perspective and hypotheses 

2.1. The job demands-resources model 

Proposed by Demerouti et al. (2001), the JD-R model has been 
widely used to explain how specific workplace and organizational fac
tors influence and affect employee well-being and performance (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2017). According to the theory, employees’ job charac
teristics can be put into two main classifications: job demand and job 
resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001). Job 
demands refer to those parts of the job which involve continual efforts 

and therefore require a level of psychological and physiological effort 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). It is those “aspects of the job that require 
sustained physical or mental effort and are therefore associated with 
certain physiological and psychological costs” (Demerouti et al., 2001; 
p. 501). Examples include high work pressure, an unfavorable physical 
environment, emotionally demanding interactions with clients, organi
zational constraints, and workload perceptions (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2017; Hughes & Jex, 2022). 

Job resources, on the other hand, describe the aspects of the job that 
help in the achievement of work-related goals and stimulate personal 
growth and development (Demerouti et al., 2001). They are “physical, 
psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the job that are either 
functional or both in achieving work goals, reduce job demands and the 
associated physiological and psychological costs, and stimulate personal 
growth, learning, and development” (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, p. 
312). These have inherent motivational qualities that spark employees’ 
energy and make them feel engaged (Schaufeli, 2017). Examples include 
feedback, social support, autonomy and/or job control (Van den Broeck 
et al., 2013). There have been a few modifications since the publication 
of the JD-R theory by Demerouti et al. (2001), and one of them is the 
addition of personal resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Xantho
poulou et al., 2009). Personal resources describe an individual’s belief in 
how much control he has over the environment (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2017). It refers to an individual’s psychological characteristics of the self 
that are associated with the individual’s resiliency (Schaufeli & Taris, 
2014). Examples of these personal resources are self-efficacy, self-
esteem, and optimism (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Hence, all three – job 
demands, personal resources and job resources contribute to employees’ 
wellbeing and engagement. 

One main proposition of the JD-R theory is that job demands, per
sonal resources, and job resources influence processes in different ways 
(Demerouti et al., 2001). While both high job demands and poor re
sources can result in burnout, abundant job resources, as well as low job 
demand contribute to employee engagement (Schaufeli, 2017). Thus, a 
high Job demand as a result of COVID-19 can have a negative psycho
logical impact on employees, which may lead to employees being 
stressed and, as a result, leaving an organization. In contrast, high re
sources, where employees receive social support from colleagues and are 
allowed a level of job control, will foster employee engagement (Kim, 
2017; Schaufeli, 2017). As a result, employees are likely to stay with the 
organization and work with vigor, become dedicated, and absorbed in 
their work. 

2.2. Employee engagement 

Employee engagement (EE) in the recent past has become one of the 
most important areas of interest for both scholars and practitioners. This 
is expected given the significant role EE plays in organizational 
competitiveness and sustainability (Sharma, 2021) and employees’ 
behavior, attitude, and performance (Bailey et al., 2017; Bhardwaj & 
Kalia, 2021; Pattnaik & Sahoo, 2021). Engaged workers tend to be very 
active in performing their jobs, develop a relationship with their col
leagues, and define their tasks as “challenging” rather than “damaging” 
(Ghani et al., 2019). 

The engagement literature shows that EE has been defined in a 
broad, more inclusive way than similar constructs like employee atti
tude, job involvement, job satisfaction, job embeddedness, burnout, and 
organizational commitment (Christian et al., 2011; Macey & Schneider, 
2008; Vigoda-Gadot et al., 2013). It is described as a multi-dimensional 
construct that measures cognitive, affective, and behavioral or action, 
and as a result, the entire self of an engaged employee is involved in 
performing any task (Christian et al., 2011). Kahn (1990), often cited as 
the first to describe EE, explained it as “harnessing of organization 
members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement, people employ and 
express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role 
performances” (p. 694). Thereafter, Rich et al. (2010) also defined it as 
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the “simultaneous investment of an individual’s physical, cognitive, and 
emotional energy in active, full work performance” (p. 619). In contrast, 
personal disengagement was explained by Kahn (1990) to mean “the 
uncoupling of selves from work roles; in disengagement, people with
draw and defend themselves physically, cognitively, or emotionally 
during role performances” (p. 694). From another perspective, the 
Institute for Employment Studies (IES) presented a detailed definition of 
EE and explained that it is the positive attitude an employee has toward 
the job, where such an employee collaborates and cooperates with his or 
her colleagues so that he or she can achieve an improved and better 
outcome (CIPD, 2017). As a result, the employer as well as the leaders 
have a responsibility to develop an effective relationship with their 
subordinates to create an engaged employee. 

This study adopts how Schaufeli et al. (2002) conceptualize EE since 
it is hailed as a true representative of an engaged employee and there
fore highly used in different fields (Jeung, 2011). An engaged employee 
exhibits certain characteristics, which are reflected in how EE is defined 
by Schaufeli et al. (2002). According to them, work engagement reflects 
a “positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by 
vigor, dedication, and absorption” (p. 74). Vigor is characterized by high 
levels of energy and mental resilience while working and is therefore, 
ready to devote much time and effort to the task assigned (Schaufeli 
et al., 2002; Mauno et al., 2010). This characteristic makes the engaged 
employee willing to invest much effort in their work and sustain this 
high level of determination even when they encounter challenges 
(Gemeda & Lee, 2020). Thus, in addition to seeing vigor as a high mental 
level of positive energy and mental resilience during the time working 
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003), it involves the willingness to overcome 
difficulties while maintaining a passion for individual growth at the 
workplace (Stairs & Galpin, 2010). 

Dedication refers to being strongly involved in one’s work and 
experiencing a sense of significance, enthusiasm, and challenge 
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). The dedicated employees are therefore inspired, 
highly involved, and enthusiastic about the work assigned (Schaufeli 
et al., 2002; Schaufeli et al., 2006). This characteristic of engaged em
ployees results in such employees experiencing a sense of purpose and 
being highly enthusiastic in their job (Gemeda & Lee, 2020). Absorption 
refers to a state of fully concentrating and being engrossed in one’s 
work, and thus, time passes so fast without the individual recognizing it 
(Schafeli et al., 2002). This characteristic makes engaged employees 
have a sense of feeling detached from their surroundings and rather 
possess a high sense of concentration on the job and generally, uncon
scious about the amount of time spent on the job (Schaufeli et al., 2002; 
Schaufeli et al., 2006). Thus, engaged employees are well-absorbed in 
their work, very dedicated, and have a high mental level of positive 
energy and resilience, which makes them work with vigor. On the other 
hand, disengaged employees are demotivated to work and tend to be 
dissatisfied with their work as well as their position (Jeha et al., 2022). 
This causes them to be unproductive, disloyal to the organization, and 
more likely to leave the organization anytime the opportunity presents 
itself (Mondy & Martocchio, 2016). 

2.3. Turnover intentions 

Both researchers and practitioners are currently interested in the 
study of employee turnover (Belete, 2018) due to its effects, both posi
tive and negative on organizational performance. Employee turnover 
refers to the rate at which an employer acquires and loses employees, as 
well as the rate at which staff tend to leave and join an organization 
(Armstrong, 2006). Additionally, it describes the ratio of employees who 
have left an organization during a particular period to the average 
number of employees in that organization during the same period 
(Byerly, 2012). Abbasi and Hollman (2000), however, believe that 
employee turnover does not describe only the voluntary termination of 
employees in an organization, but also involves the rotation of em
ployees within the labor market, between firms, and between 

occupations. There are several factors that result in employee turnover. 
These can be job-related or personal factors (Amah & Oyetuunde, 2020). 
Examples of job-related factors include job satisfaction, employee work 
engagement (Edwards-Dandridge et al., 2020; Porath, 2014), employee 
perceptions of development (Kasdorf & Kayaalp, 2022), leadership and 
pay (Chen, Brown, Bowers, & Chang, 2015; Caffey, 2012), and personal 
factors such as age, gender, education, and marital status (Zhang & 
Zhang, 2003). 

There are two major categories of turnover: voluntary and involun
tary. Voluntary turnover describes the type of turnover that is initiated 
by the employee (Egan et al., 2004; NOE et al., 2006). For instance, an 
employee may leave one organization for another due to better pay or a 
better work environment. On the other hand, involuntary turnover is 
initiated by the organization (Heneman, Judge, & Kammeyer-Mueller, 
2003; Egan et al., 2004). For example, the management of an organi
zation may decide to terminate the employment of employees due to 
gross misconduct. High employee turnover has cost implications for the 
organization. The cost may be in terms of advertising expenses, head
hunting fees, loss of time and efficiency, work imbalance, and employee 
training and development expenses for new recruits. Again, uncon
trolled turnover causes disruption in the flow of work, which leads to 
reduced production and profits for the organization (Murphy, 2009). 
Another effect of the cost of the replacement of an employee, which 
takes time and lots of effort to recruit, select and place such employees, 
is a form of cost to the organization (Anthony, 2006). Although gener
ally turnover seems to have a detrimental effect on performance, there 
may be some benefits like reduced labor costs and the elimination of 
unqualified employees (Heneman, Judge, & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2003). 

Different factors have been cited as the antecedents of employee 
voluntary turnover. These include getting a new job offer, job dissatis
faction, and lack of job embeddedness (Dechawatanapaisal, 2017; 
Huning et al., 2020; Reyes et al., 2019), as well as some psychological 
factors such as job insecurity, anxiety, depression, and stress (Boyar 
et al., 2012; Ogony & Majola, 2018; Reyes et al., 2019). These may have 
a negative psychological impact on the employee. Psychological impact 
refers to the effect that an action or inaction, activity, or situation has on 
an individual’s mind and thoughts. The World Health Organization 
encouraged organizations to introduce different work plans and prac
tices at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, and some of these changes 
have affected employees psychologically, affecting their minds, 
thoughts, and perceptions of job security, financial stability, and 
work-family balance (Hebles et al., 2022) and general psychological 
wellbeing (Kokubun et al., 2022). Perceived lack of job security (Jung 
et al., 2021; Urbanaviciute et al., 2018), fear of contracting the disease 
(Abd-Ellatif et al., 2021) and an imbalance in work-family life (Ama
n-Ullah et al., 2022; Yu, 2019) could influence employees’ turnover 
intentions. It can therefore be deduced and hypothesized that: 

H1. The psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic affects 
employee turnover. 

2.4. Employee engagement and turnover 

A major strategy to adopt to enable leaders to anticipate and prevent 
employees from leaving an organization is to understand what in
fluences their intention to quit (Parent-Lamarche, 2022). The anticipa
tion and prevention of employee turnover have, therefore, become very 
important because if this is not done, the organization may lose 
competent employees (Kim et al., 2010). Findings from numerous 
studies show that a high predictor of employee turnover intention is 
their level of engagement (Edwards-Dandridge et al., 2020; Jung et al., 
2021). This is why engagement is named the most influential psycho
logical factor that can cause a reduction in employee turnover (Pattnaik 
& Panda, 2020; Rafiq et al., 2019; Shin & Jeung, 2019). Employee 
engagement refers to the level of commitment, energy, and involvement 
in which employees are willing to invest in the organization. It describes 
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an employee’s positive and/or negative association with the job, other 
employees, and work (Jaiswal et al., 2017). Employees with positive 
associations with the job and others they work with tend not to leave the 
organization, and vice versa. 

A study by Hughes and Rog (2008) showed that the behavior of 
engaged employees influences an organization’s success significantly. In 
that sense, these employees work with enthusiasm and have a relatively 
low intent to leave their organization. Santhanam and Srinivas (2019) 
also provide empirical evidence suggesting that a disengaged employee 
is likely to leave the organization in the near future. This is because a 
disengaged employee’s lack of commitment and turnover intention, low 
energy, low prosocial behavior, withdrawal, disconnection, disaffection, 
disinterestedness, uncertainty, dissatisfaction, poor work performance, 
and counterproductive work behaviors (Rastogi et al., 2018) can affect 
turnover intentions. Thus, employee engagement is sufficiently and 
closely related to employee turnover. Work engagement, therefore, has a 
negative impact on employee turnover and plays an important role in 
reducing turnover (Babakus et al., 2017; Kim, 2017; Memon et al., 2020; 
Timms et al., 2015). Engaged employees display a high level of dedi
cation, vigor, and absorption in their work. Employees who are highly 
dedicated are characterized as having a strong sense of pride, purpose, 
and inspiration (Schafeli et al., 2002), and it is an indicator of job 
satisfaction (Alarcon & Edwards, 2011; Lu et al., 2016). Employees who 
are satisfied with their jobs have a low tendency to leave their organi
zation (Kurniawaty et al., 2019; Lu et al., 2016). Absorption is linked 
with intrinsic enjoyment while losing self-consciousness at work (Alar
con & Edwards, 2011), and this causes such employees to be immersed 
in their work, stay in the job to complete the task, and have difficulty 
quitting the job at the end of the work shift (Schaufeli et al., 2002). 
Again, employees who have high levels of vigor are highly motivated to 
excel in their jobs, regardless of the challenges they encounter (Salanova 
et al., 2005), and therefore less likely to quit their job (Kahn, 1990; Saks, 
2006). This implies that a high level of employee engagement will cause 
a reduction in employee turnover. 

2.5. Psychological impact of COVID-19, employee engagement and 
turnover intention 

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about a new reality that has 
had a psychological impact on employees. Some of these negative psy
chological impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic include depression, 
anxiety, insomnia, and stress (Aguiar et al., 2021; Nabi et al., 2022), and 
a high level of turnover (Labrague & de Los Santos, 2021). However, 

research shows that individuals who are strongly involved in their work 
and experience a sense of significance, that is, are dedicated (Schaufeli 
et al., 2002) tend to stay on their jobs (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2008; Lu 
et al., 2016). Also, when employees who work with vigor and get 
absorbed in their work stay to complete any assignment (Lu et al., 2016). 
Engaged employees are known to work with vigor and dedication, get 
absorbed in their work, and therefore tend not to leave their 
organization. 

It is, therefore, concluded that even though the covid-19 pandemic 
has had a significant negative psychological impact and has caused 
serious problems for individuals, organizations, families and commu
nities around the world and a feeling of loneliness and poor cognitive 
performance (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020), created high level of anxiety, 
and stress (Breaugh, 2021; Das et al., 2023; Orgambídez-Ramos et al., 
2014; Uzun et al., 2020), increase intention to quit or turnover (Kachi 
et al., 2020; Anthony-McMann et al., 2017) and a feeling of job inse
curity (Khan et al., 2021), engaged employees who are dedicated, work 
with vigor and are absorbed in their work (Schaufeli et al., 2002) will 
make a positive difference in the negative relationship between the 
psychological impact of COVID 19 pandemic on employee turnover. 
Accordingly, we propose that: 

H2. Work engagement will moderate the relationship between psy
chological impact and turnover intentions. 

Conceptual framework   

3. Methodology 

3.1. Sample and data collection procedure 

A convenience sampling procedure was used to collect data from 
study participants working in the public sector. Using this approach 
appeared to be the most appropriate because, during the period of col
lecting the data, a number of public sector employees were being 
investigated on different allegations. This made public-sector employees 
hesitant to be involved in any form of giving out information. The 
adoption of the convenience sampling procedure, therefore helped 
collect data from individuals who were available, willing and it was 
convenient for them (Creswell, 2014). Again, using it ensured high in
ternal validity, making the findings trustworthy (Andrade, 2021). Two 
public healthcare facilities based in the national capital, Accra and one 

T. Obuobisa-Darko and E. Sokro                                                                                                                                                                                                            



Social Sciences & Humanities Open 8 (2023) 100596

5

government agency were selected for data collection. A total of 205 
public sector employees were surveyed using a structured questionnaire. 
The questionnaires were distributed both online and through the 
paper-and-pencil method of hand delivery, with the help of depart
mental heads. The responses of 18 participants were removed from the 
final data set after the data cleansing process due to missing data, 
resulting in a final sample size of 187. To lessen the effects of common 
method variance and social desirability (Podsakoff et al., 2003), the 
items for the independent and dependent variables were separated in the 
survey, and the purpose of the study was explained to the respondents. 
Respondents were assured of anonymity and confidentiality of their 
responses and were also informed that the research is for academic 
purposes and that participation is completely voluntary. Participants 
were encouraged to complete and return the survey within three weeks. 
Respondents were mostly female (63.6%), and a majority of them (84%) 
were below the age of 40. 

3.2. Measures 

3.2.1. Psychological impact of COVID-19 
The psychological impact of COVID-19 was measured using a seven- 

item scale that assessed work-related stressors due to COVID-19 
(Morassaei et al., 2021). Participants were required to indicate to 
what extent they agree with statements on how they were impacted 
psychologically. Sample statements were “fear of transmitting 
COVID-19 into workplaces”, “fear of transmitting COVID-19 from work 
to family and friends”, and “changes in household income due to 
COVID-19”. Responses were rated on a five-point Likert scale, ranging 
from strongly disagree = 1 to strongly agree = 5. Higher scores indicated 
a greater level of stressors and anxiety due to COVID-19. 

3.2.2. Employee engagement 
The multi-dimensional construct of employee engagement (vigor, 

dedication, and absorption) was measured using a 17-item scale by 
Schaufeli et al. (2002). Sample items included “I feel bursting with en
ergy at the workplace”, “I find the work that I do full of meaning and 
purpose”, and “When I am working, I forget everything else around me”. 
Participants responded on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 
strongly disagree = 1 to strongly agree = 5. Higher scores indicated 
greater work engagement. 

3.2.3. Turnover intentions 
Employee turnover intentions were measured using a three-item 

subscale of the MOAQ (Cammann et al., 1983). The study participants 
were asked to indicate to what extent they agree with statements such as 
“I think a lot about leaving the organization” and “I am actively 
searching for an alternative to the organization”. Participants responded 
on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from strongly disagree = 1 to 
strongly agree = 5. Higher scores indicated a greater intention to leave 
the organization. 

4. Results 

4.1. Structural equation modeling 

The data was analyzed using CB-based structural equation modeling 

technique of AMOS version 26 (Byrne, 2013). The results of the mea
surement model showed excellent fit indices (Chi-square = 90.56, df =
80, CMIN/DF = 1.1, RMSEA = 0.027, CFI = 0.999) (Hu & Bentler, 
1999). Also, all the composite reliability and AVEs were above 0.7 and 
0.50, respectively. Therefore, convergent validity was met (Table 1). All 
HTMT values were below 0.85; therefore, discriminant validity was met 
(Table 2). 

Convergent validity refers to the degree to which individual items 
reflect, converge or share a high proportion of variance in common (Hair 
et al., 2011), as compared to items measuring different constructs. To 
ascertain convergent validity, average variance extracted (AVE) was 
used as suggested by Hair et al. (2014). Convergent validity of a factor is 
achieved when the AVE value of a construct is at least 0.5 and the 
standardized loadings of items are significant and higher than 0.5 or 0.7 
(Hair et al., 2014). Discriminant validity was used to differentiate 
measures of construct from one another. It refers to the degree to which 
two concepts that are similar are distinct (Hair et al., 2011). 

The structural model presented in Fig. 1 shows that a positive and 
significant relationship exists between the psychological impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and turnover intentions, thus lending support to 

Table 1 
Validity analysis.  

Variables CR AVE MSV MaxR(H) 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Dedication 0.87 0.63 0.284 0.894 0.794     
2. Turnover Intentions 0.914 0.781 0.158 0.918 − 0.398*** 0.884    
3. Absorption 0.741 0.500 0.269 0.756 0.519*** − 0.366*** 0.7   
4. Psychological Impact 0.887 0.723 0.019 0.895 0.136 0.055 0.022 0.851  
5. Vigor 0.755 0.61 0.284 0.806 0.533*** − 0.393*** 0.425*** − 0.126 0.781  

Table 2 
HTMT.  

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Dedication _     
2. Turnover Intentions 0.388 _    
3. Absorption 0.485 0.367 _   
4. Psychological Impact 0.126 0.054 0.03 _  
5. Vigor 0.514 0.367 0.443 0.152 _  

Fig. 1. Structural Model Analysis. 
Note: PI*VIG (Interaction between psychological impact and Vigor); PI*ABS 
(Interaction between psychological impact and Absorption); PI*DEDI (Interac
tion between psychological impact and Dedication) ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; 
*p < 0.05; Dotted line means path is not statistically significant. 
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Hypothesis H1. This implies that the most impacted public sector em
ployees due to COVID-19 were the most likely to exit the service. Of the 
three dimensions of work engagement, vigor had a significant negative 
moderating effect on the relationship between psychological impact and 
turnover intentions, thus lending partial support to hypothesis H2. This 
implies that the positive effect of psychological impact on turnover in
tentions is minimized, where vigor is high rather than low. 

4.2. Moderating analysis 

The negative moderating effect of vigor in the relationship between 
psychological impact and turnover intentions is illustrated in Fig. 2. It 
can be observed that the two slopes are not parallel, showing evidence of 
moderation. The moderation is negative because low values of vigor are 
increasing faster than their corresponding high values. 

5. Discussion 

This study examined the psychological effect of the COVID-19 
pandemic on employee turnover intention and tested whether 
employee engagement (vigor, absorption, and dedication) moderates 
the relationship. Consistent with the literature and expectations, results 
showed a positive and significant relationship between the psychologi
cal effect of the COVID-19 pandemic and turnover intentions, thus 
lending support to Hypothesis H1. This implies that the COVID-19 
pandemic psychologically affects employee turnover in developing 
countries. Some psychological effects of the COVID-9 pandemic are 
depression, anxiety, stress, and fear (Nabi et al., 2022; Obuobisa-Darko, 
2022). The findings from this study are consistent with several studies 
carried out in developed countries, which have confirmed a positive 
relationship between COVID-19 and turnover (Chen & Qi, 2022; Li et al., 
2022; Uludag et al., 2022). These findings can be explained from the 
perspective that employees’ lives, safety, and well-being have been 
threatened; there was an increase in the mortality rate of employees 
during the COVID-19 period which made working in the workplace a 
threat to their lives, thus the relationship with turnover. Since em
ployees’ fear and anxiety about COVID-19 have been shown to increase 
their turnover intentions (Chen & Qi, 2022; Kokubun et al., 2022; 
Uludag et al., 2022) as well as turnover, it can thus be concluded that the 
anxiety, fear, and stress of employees about COVID-19, explains the 
relationship between COVID-19 and turnover intention. 

Again, consistent with the assumptions of the JD-R theory, high job 
demands cause employees to be stressed (Ben-Ezra & Hamama-Raz, 
2021; Hamann & Foster, 2014), and when employees are stressed, it 
affects organizational commitment negatively (Saadeh & Suifan, 2019) 
and such employees tend to leave the organization (Mosadeghrad, 
2013). The literature confirms that the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in 
high job demand (Ben-Ezra & Hamama-Raz, 2021) and caused 

employees to be stressed (Kundu et al., 2022). Consequently, arguing 
from the JD-R theory’s perspective, with a high job demand as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, employees get stressed and therefore tend to 
leave, which explains the results of this study. 

Further, this study found a significant negative moderating effect of 
vigor on the relationship between psychological impact and employee 
turnover intention. This implies that the effect of psychological impact 
on turnover intention is minimized, where employees’ vigor is high. 
Thus, the observation that vigor has a significant negative moderating 
effect in this relationship makes sense. It indicates that being fully 
immersed in one’s activities, having a high level of energy and mental 
resilience while working, and therefore devoting much effort to work 
positively relates to employee satisfaction and commitment to the or
ganization. Thus, it reduces the tendency of employees to leave the or
ganization. While employees who have a high level of energy and 
mental peace are said to have the vigor to perform and are willing to 
work continuously for long hours (Gera, Sharma, & Saini, 2019), those 
with low levels of vigor are associated with high turnover intention 
(Coetzee & van Dyk, 2018). Therefore, having employees who have a 
high level of energy and consequently, devote much effort to work, will 
tend to stay with the organization. This explains why when employees 
have high levels of vigor, it reduces the extent to which they would like 
to leave the organization, even if they are anxious, fearful, frustrated, or 
stressed. 

6. Implications 

6.1. Theoretical implications 

The present study examined the psychological impact of COVID-19 
on employee turnover intention, with work engagement as a moder
ating variable in the relationship. This study contributes significantly to 
a growing body of knowledge relating to the impact of COVID-19 on 
employees’ work outcomes, specifically, their turnover intentions. Also, 
the study adds to the limited empirical evidence on the effect of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on employee turnover intentions in public sector 
organizations. To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to 
empirically explore the psychological effect of COVID-19 on employee 
turnover intention in the public sector from a developing country’s 
context using the JD-R as the underpinning theory. According to the JD- 
R model, certain work-related factors can have an effect on employee 
well-being and performance (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). In addition, 
this paper explores the moderating effect of employee engagement, 
specifically vigor, dedication, and absorption, in the relationship be
tween the psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and turnover 
intention and found vigor, one of the dimensions of employee engage
ment to moderate the relationship. Thus, contrary to our hypothesized 
model, dedication and absorption dimensions were not significant as 
moderators between the psychological impact of COVID-19 and turn
over intention. The findings of this study also lend support to the claim 
that individual employees experienced varied levels of anxiety, stress, 
fear, and discomfort during the pandemic (Kundu et al., 2022; Nabi 
et al., 2022; Obuobisa-Darko, 2022), which had implications on their 
intention to leave the job. 

6.2. Managerial implications 

The results of this study have valuable implications for managers and 
human resource practitioners. The study highlights the significant role 
of psychological well-being in employees’ decisions to remain working 
in their organizations or not. Employees’ safety, mental, and psycho
logical health and well-being are critical and particularly non-negotiable 
in uncertain situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result, 
organizations that seek to retain their workforce must prioritize and 
ensure their employees’ psychological wellbeing. Thus, top manage
ment and human resource practitioners should adopt and implement 

Fig. 2. Moderating effect of vigor on the psychological impact of COVID-19 
and turnover intention. 
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people management practices and policies that safeguard employees’ 
health and safety and ensure their psychological wellbeing. 

Second, our study shows that vigor, one of the dimensions of 
employee engagement, moderates the psychological impact of COVID- 
19 and turnover intention. Employees in the public sector who are 
engaged in their work and derive meaning from what they do are more 
likely to become loyal, attached to their organizations, and devote much 
time and effort to their work. This could influence their decision to 
remain with their employers. Hence, organizations should initiate and 
implement high-engagement work systems to secure high levels of 
mental resilience and energy in their employees. 

7. Limitations and future research directions 

Even though some important findings have emerged from this study 
which contribute to a burgeoning body of research on the psychological 
impact of COVID-19 on employees’ engagement and turnover in
tentions, it is not without limitations. First, this study collected data 
using a self-report survey instrument and adopted a cross-sectional 
design, increasing the possibility of common method variance (Pod
sakoff et al., 2003). As a strategy to minimize the potential for common 
method bias in the present study, the items for the independent and 
dependent variables were separated in the survey (Podsakoff et al., 
2003). It is, therefore, recommended that future studies use more 
objective measures for examining COVID-19 and employee work out
comes. Another possible way to extend this research is to make use of 
longitudinal data, which could provide more holistic evidence to 
enhance our understanding of the relationships among the study vari
ables. Second, the study did not measure actual turnover. While 
meta-analytic studies have provided evidence suggesting that turnover 
intention has a significant positive relationship with turnover (Podsakoff 
et al., 2007), future studies could investigate turnover using turnover 
analysis data from organizations. Third, this research was limited to the 
analysis of data from public sector employees. Given that the working 
conditions and general work climate in the public sector organizations 
might vary from what exists in the private sector, similar studies could 
be extended to other organizations in the private sector for comparative 
analysis. Future researchers who intend to replicate this research could 
consider using a probability sampling technique and a mixed methods 
research design to explore, validate, and enhance the generalisability of 
their findings. The mixed methods research represents a comprehensive 
research technique that integrates thematic and statistical data leading 
to the validity and reliability of results. Finally, the vigor dimension of 
work engagement was used to explain the relationship between the 
psychological impact of COVID-19 and turnover intention. There could 
be other moderation or mediation variables such as perceived organi
zational support, and supervisor and co-worker support that are yet to be 
explored. Building on this research, it would be insightful for future 
studies to examine the various sources of support in the relationship 
between psychological impact of COVID-19 and turnover intention. 

8. Conclusions 

This paper aimed at understanding the relationship between the 
psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and turnover intention 
and the moderating role of employee engagement. Guided by the JD-R 
theory, the aim was founded on the notion that excessive job de
mands, including anxiety and uncertainties during the COVID-19 era, 
could lead to sustained stress and work overload, which will cause 
employees to wish to leave an organization. However, when employees 
are engaged and therefore vigorous, dedicated, and absorbed, it reduces 
the negative effects, such as stress and anxiety on employees’ turnover 
intentions. This inquiry was necessitated by the fact that the COVID-19 
pandemic had a psychological effect on employees in the public sector, 
which could influence turnover intentions. Since PSOs (Public Sector 
Organizations) need employees who are ready to stay and provide the 

needed services to the public, there is a need to identify what can 
minimize this negative effect caused by the psychological effect of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on turnover. 

Using the quantitative approach to research, questionnaires were 
distributed via Google Docs and hand-delivered to employees in the 
public sector in the Greater Accra region. Results showed a positive and 
significant relationship between the psychological effect of the COVID- 
19 pandemic and turnover intentions, thus lending support to Hypoth
esis H1. Further, this study found a significant negative moderating ef
fect of vigor on the relationship between the psychological impact and 
employees’ turnover intention, which is noteworthy. This implies that 
the positive effect of the psychological impact on turnover intentions is 
minimized where employees’ vigor is high rather than low. 

Contextual factors, to a large extent, create differences in the 
behavior of employees. Nevertheless, results from this study largely 
establish that there exists a positive and significant relationship between 
the psychological effect of the COVID-19 pandemic and turnover in
tentions, irrespective of whether it is a developed or developing country. 
This finding is very important in PSOs due to the kind of services they 
deliver. It is therefore critical that leaders in these organizations un
derstand their role in ensuring that the psychological effect of the 
COVID-19 pandemic does not negatively impact employees’ turnover. 
By understanding this, they can identify and adopt appropriate measures 
to enhance employee engagement, which will significantly affect their 
turnover intentions. Thus, the employees will be engaged and vigorous, 
in order for them to stay and provide unique services to the public. 
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