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Introduction: Job engagement, as a positive psychological state, involves
employees’ energy, dedication, and concentration in performing their job tasks and
plays an important role in activating individual capacities. Therefore, the aim of this
study was to investigate the mediating role of job engagement in the relationship
between leader—-member exchange and innovative work behavior among employees
of the Technical and Vocational University of Golestan Province.

Methods: This study was applied in terms of purpose and descriptive—survey and
correlational in terms of methodology. The statistical population included all
employees of the Technical and Vocational University of Golestan Province (N =
200). Based on Krejcie and Morgan’s table, 132 participants were selected as the
sample, and considering possible non-response, 145 questionnaires were distributed
using simple random sampling. Data were collected using three standardized
questionnaires, including the Leader—Member Exchange questionnaire by Scandura
and Graen (1984), the Innovative Work Behavior questionnaire by Janssen (2000),
and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale by Schaufeli et al. (2002).

Results: The results indicated that the path coefficient between leader—-member
exchange and innovative work behavior was 0.489. Moreover, the indirect effect
through job engagement was estimated at 0.303, resulting in a total effect of 0.792.
These findings suggest that job engagement strengthens the positive relationship
between leader-member exchange and innovative work behavior and plays a
mediating role in this relationship.

Conclusion: The findings of this study indicate that job engagement is not only a
positive outcome of organizational relationships but also plays a key role as a
mechanism in transforming leadership quality into innovative behaviors. Therefore,
simultaneous attention to improving the quality of leader-member exchange and
enhancing employees’ job engagement can be an effective strategy for fostering
innovation in technical and vocational universities.
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Introduction

Job engagement is widely recognized as a positive and fulfilling psychological state that reflects employees’ levels of
energy, dedication, and absorption in their work. It plays a fundamental role in shaping how individuals perceive their
jobs and how they respond to organizational demands. In academic environments, particularly universities, job
engagement is considered a crucial factor influencing employees’ creativity, performance, and willingness to engage in
extra-role behaviors such as innovation. Employees who are highly engaged tend to experience a stronger sense of
meaning and enthusiasm in their work, which enables them to invest greater cognitive and emotional resources in solving
problems, generating new ideas, and improving existing processes. As a result, job engagement has been increasingly
identified as an essential psychological mechanism that supports innovative work behavior in organizations. Another
important construct in organizational behavior is leader—member exchange (LMX), which refers to the quality of the
relationship between leaders and their subordinates. According to LMX theory, leaders do not adopt a uniform approach
toward all employees; instead, they develop differentiated relationships characterized by varying levels of trust, respect,
support, and mutual obligation. High-quality LMX relationships are associated with increased access to resources, greater
autonomy, and enhanced communication between leaders and employees. These conditions create a supportive work
environment that encourages employees to take initiative and engage in innovative behaviors. In contrast, low-quality
LMX relationships are often limited to formal and transactional interactions, which may restrict employees’ motivation
and willingness to go beyond routine job requirements. Innovative work behavior is defined as the intentional generation,
promotion, and implementation of new and useful ideas within a work role or organization. In universities, innovative
behavior is particularly important because academic institutions are expected to continuously improve their teaching
methods, research output, and administrative processes in response to changing societal and technological demands.
However, innovation in the workplace does not occur in isolation; it is influenced by both organizational factors such as
leadership style and psychological factors such as employee engagement. Although previous research has examined the
direct relationship between LMX and innovative work behavior, as well as the relationship between job engagement and
innovation, there is still a lack of comprehensive understanding regarding the psychological mechanisms through which
leadership quality translates into innovative outcomes. Specifically, the mediating role of job engagement in the
relationship between LMX and innovative work behavior has not been sufficiently explored in the context of technical
and vocational universities. This represents an important theoretical gap, as understanding this mechanism can provide
deeper insights into how leadership influences employee innovation. Therefore, the main objective of this study was to
investigate the mediating role of job engagement in the relationship between leader—member exchange and innovative
work behavior among employees of the Technical and Vocational University of Golestan Province. By examining this
relationship within a structural model, the study seeks to provide a more integrated explanation of how leadership quality
influences innovation through psychological engagement, and to offer practical implications for improving leadership
practices and enhancing employee innovation in academic settings.

Methods

This study was applied in terms of purpose and descriptive—survey and correlational in terms of methodology. The
statistical population included all employees of the Technical and Vocational University of Golestan Province (N = 200).
Based on Krejcie and Morgan’s table, 132 participants were selected as the sample, and considering possible non-
response, 145 questionnaires were distributed using simple random sampling. Data were collected using three
standardized questionnaires, including the Leader-Member Exchange questionnaire by Scandura and Graen (1984), the
Innovative Work Behavior questionnaire by Janssen (2000), and the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale by Schaufeli et al.
(2002).

Results

The results indicated that the path coefficient between leader—-member exchange and innovative work behavior was 0.489.
Moreover, the indirect effect through job engagement was estimated at 0.303, resulting in a total effect of 0.792. These
findings suggest that job engagement strengthens the positive relationship between leader—-member exchange and
innovative work behavior and plays a mediating role in this relationship.

Conclusion

The findings of this study provide important evidence regarding the relationships among leader—-member exchange, job
engagement, and innovative work behavior in an academic organizational context. The results indicate that leader—
member exchange has a significant positive effect on innovative work behavior, suggesting that when employees perceive
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high-quality relationships with their leaders characterized by trust, support, and mutual respect, they are more likely to
engage in behaviors that involve generating, promoting, and implementing new ideas. This finding confirms the
importance of leadership quality as a key organizational factor influencing employee innovation. In addition to the direct
effect, the results also demonstrate that job engagement plays a significant mediating role in this relationship. The indirect
effect of leader—member exchange on innovative work behavior through job engagement indicates that high-quality
leader—-member relationships enhance employees’ psychological engagement with their work. When employees
experience greater levels of energy, dedication, and absorption in their tasks, they become more motivated and cognitively
involved in their work, which in turn increases their tendency to engage in innovative behaviors. This suggests that job
engagement serves as an important psychological mechanism through which leadership quality is translated into
innovative outcomes. The total effect observed in the model further highlights the importance of considering both
organizational and psychological factors simultaneously when explaining innovative work behavior. The findings suggest
that leader—member exchange alone is not sufficient to fully explain employee innovation; rather, its effectiveness is
significantly enhanced when employees are also highly engaged in their work. This indicates that innovation is a multi-
level process that depends on both relational and internal psychological conditions. From a practical perspective, these
results emphasize the importance for university administrators and managers to focus on improving the quality of
relationships between leaders and employees. At the same time, efforts should be made to enhance job engagement
through supportive management practices, participative decision-making, meaningful job design, and opportunities for
professional development. By strengthening both leadership relationships and employee engagement, organizations can
create an environment that fosters creativity, encourages idea generation, and supports the implementation of innovative
solutions. In conclusion, this study demonstrates that job engagement is a key mediating mechanism in the relationship
between leader—-member exchange and innovative work behavior. High-quality leadership relationships contribute to
increased employee engagement, which in turn leads to higher levels of innovation. Therefore, fostering supportive
leadership practices and enhancing job engagement are essential strategies for promoting sustainable innovation in
technical and vocational universities.
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