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Abstract

The role of the employee remains a critical aspect in any firm, especially for small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs). Among scholars and practitioners, a growing body of research has demonstrated
that happy and engaged employees lead to better performance. In recent years, employee engagement
is even more crucial and difficult to achieve in a hybrid work environment (working from the office and
from home). Despite that, the effective management of workers is still a slow and difficult approach to

implement.

The central aim of this research is to examine the ways in which technology is being used to engage
employees and to develop a best practice model for using technology to obtain high levels of work
engagement in the context of Italian SMEs. To perform that, this work focused on both the negative
and positive experiences of using technology. Indeed, little research has explored technology as a driver
for employee engagement in Italian SMEs. Furthermore, the research’s outcome is to develop a best
practice model for improving employee engagement through technology and so enabling employees to

feel more engaged and less disconnected.

This research concentrated on Italian context, surveying employees from Italian SMEs. Unfortunately,
that confirmed the poor performance of Italian companies about employee engagement showed by
Gallup’s reports of the last years: Italy is the last country among those studied by Gallup, with a medi-

ocre 4% of engaged employee (in 2021).

The current research is a combination of both exploratory (describing the current impact of technology
on employee engagement in SMEs) and evaluative studies (assessing the extent to how technology can
drive engagement). Moreover, within the mixed methods design, a multiple case study strategy was

conducted.

The secondary sources used include data and information from the extant literature around employee
engagement and the technology and work interface, and from databases (like ‘EBSCO Information Ser-
vices’), books, and web sites (of scholars, universities, associations, and practitioners). The primary
sources include two measures: The Techno-Work Engagement Scale (TechnoWES) and the Technostress
scale; and in-depth personal interviews (with subject-matter experts and workers from companies se-

lected as the sample from Italian SMEs).

The research was designed to undertake an in-depth study on a small number of SMEs, interviewing
their employees, and conducting a multiple case study analysis. The selection of firms was made be-
tween the Italian SMEs on the entire territory, with no focus on any specific region, industry, or size.

Furthermore, information on these aspects was collected for further analysis.
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Quantitative data from primary sources analyzed in this research has been tested using descriptive sta-
tistics, and with the Cronbach's alpha coefficient for verifying its consistency, whereas qualitative data

was analyzed using thematic analysis.

It is important to say that the most important precondition to a strong and long-lasting employee en-
gagement at Italian SMEs is a genuine positive approach of companies owners to workers. Without that,
any framework to improve technology use, and any effort put in its implementation, are useless. What
emerged clearly from the in-depth interviews with workers at Italian SMEs is that the main obstacle to
employee engagement is the old-style Italian SMEs owners’ custom to perceive their employees only
as a mere company asset — just a number; that invalidates any contribution to engagement made by

both technology and good relationship with colleagues.

The current research was not intended to study the problem of disengagement at work from the lens
of organizational behavior; thus, the outcome of the research is a best practice model that could im-
prove employee engagement through technology, and a crucial prerequisite is a working environment

where the company atmosphere is not harmful.

Lastly, it is important to study further the problem of disengagement and with different perspective;
so, a suggestion for future studies is to inquire the problem of disengagement among Italian SMEs with
the help of organizational behavior. The latter would help to better understand and define the root
cause of disengagement in Italian SMEs, and the best practice model developed in this research will

build upon that and work as a catalyst to improve the engagement among workers.

Keywords: Engagement; Well-being; TechnoWES, Technostress; Eustress; Technology; Best practice
model; Italy; SME.
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