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Abstract
This research investigates the influence of four-box business model and its compo-
nents on employee engagement, in accordance with the theoretical foundation of 
organizational commitment theory. The moderating effect of company performance 
on the relationship between four-box business model and employee engagement was 
also determined. This study employed quantitative methodology by gathering data 
from targeted Chinese SMEs via questionnaire during the post-COVID-19 period. 
Descriptive study and structural equation modelling were performed on 238 qualified 
data by using SPSS and AMOS software. This research reveals that employee engage-
ment is highly impacted by four-box business model and its components. The com-
ponents of four-box business model, i.e. customer value proposition, profit formula, 
key resources and key processes all show significant effect on employee engagement. 
Besides, company performance positively moderates the impact of four-box business 
model on employee engagement. However, on single factor level, the company per-
formance only moderate on the relationship between key resources, key processes 
and employee engagement. As a conclusion, this research recommended that com-
pany management to employ the four-box business model on its operation and exten-
sively pay attention to the impact of model on varying company performance.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic had a massive global impact (Khatib & Nour, 2021; 
Lee, 2022; Mishra et  al., 2020a, b; Pourmansouri et  al., 2022), although it has 
been declared over, there are still significant consequences in the aftermath of 
COVID-19. For example, Zhang et  al. (2023) discovered that many companies 
face severe financial constraints as a result of the COVID-19 shock, which has 
a negative impact on company performance. According to Gharehgozli and Lee 
(2022), the inflation shock since COVID-19 is not transitory, but rather persis-
tent. Altman (2022) revealed that, despite national policies, employment in South 
Africa may only recover to pre-COVID-19 level by 2024–2026. As a result, the 
majority of businesses must still find ways to recover and grow while dealing 
with the difficulties that have arisen. For example, to deal with the impact of a 
pandemic, supplying firms focused on a short-term demand–supply strategy after 
assessing the impact of demand and adding additional channels for communica-
tion with customers (Butt, 2021). Some industries, such as tourism, hospitality 
and stock companies, used various corporate social responsibility initiatives to 
mitigate the negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic (Lee, 2022; Qiu et al., 
2021). Even after the relevant restriction was lifted in the post-COVID-19 period, 
small businesses continued to operate from home in order to cut costs and max-
imise profits (Zhang et  al., 2021). Meanwhile, the perception of cash holdings 
against uncertainties and crises increased following the pandemic, as cash hold-
ings have a positive effect on firm performance that is more pronounced when the 
overall market condition is poor (Zheng, 2022).

With changes in the global work environment, particularly recent and on-going 
recessions in many economies, many organisations have reduced their workforces 
(Kessler, 2013; Lee, 2022). During the COVID-19 pandemic, most businesses 
survived primarily by cutting costs by laying off employees. The phenomenon of 
significant income declines and increased unemployment caused by COVID-19 
had a significant impact on employee engagement because employees were afraid 
of losing their jobs someday (Mishra et  al., 2020a, b). It was critical to under-
stand the employees’ stress situations in order to avoid burnout and the negative 
impact on the company during the pandemic. It is more important now, in the 
aftermath of COVID-19 for company management to stimulate and promote cur-
rent employees’ engagement under the current business model in order to align 
with the goals of the company and do their best to achieve the goals. As a result 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the labour market has tightened and there is a labour 
shortage (Causa et al., 2022). Furthermore, Gualano et al. (2022) discovered that 
it is necessary to accommodate the work situation in order to facilitate the work-
ers’ transition back to employment after COVID-19 pandemic.

During the COVID-19 difficult time, many studies had focused on the top-
ics of business model. According to Turoń and Kubik (2021), many mobility 
industry companies adapted their business model with innovative business prac-
tices during the COVID-19 pandemic. According to Carletti et  al. (2020), the 
pandemic brought new challenges, such as emphasising on the digitalisation, 
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which could lead to significant changes in the banking industry’s business model. 
Bauer et al. (2020) revealed the innovative business models that emerged in the 
aviation industry to gain more businesses during the COVID-19 period. Breier 
et  al. (2021) also demonstrated that business model innovation can help hospi-
tality businesses overcome a crisis and restart while the COVID-19 pandemic 
was ongoing and after it had ended. According to Li et al. (2022), the transfor-
mation of a business model can play a critical role in how a company responds 
to problems and maintaining stability after COVID-19. Study on four-box busi-
ness model was sparse except that it was served as an operational guide (Waite & 
Arnett, 2020). Furthermore, research on the four-box business model’s effect on 
employee engagement with moderator is lacking, which is warranted a thorough 
investigation for the post-Covid-19.

Problem Statement

Although the pandemic has now become endemic, there are still serious conse-
quences of subsequent effects in post-COVID-19, such as many employees still fear 
not only workforce reductions but also salary cuts due to the pandemic’s long-term 
impact, especially the employees in SMEs which absorb the majority of workforces. 
For example, Del Giudice et  al. (2021) mentioned in accordance to recent statistics, 
SMEs make up roughly 99% of businesses in China and nearly two-thirds of all private 
businesses in the USA, with SMEs accounting for about 40% of GDP in both coun-
tries. However, in contrast to employers who laid off workers, many employees quit 
and left their jobs voluntarily during and after COVID-19, resulting in a high turnover 
rate and a loss of talent-staff (De Smet et al., 2021, 2022). Employers used to solve 
this type of problem by providing better pay, benefits and perks as extrinsic motiva-
tion which had a significant effect on employee engagement (Engidaw, 2021). How-
ever, this traditional solution is no longer adequate for retaining and regaining talent 
(De Smet et al., 2021, 2022). While improving and increasing employee engagement is 
one of the most effective strategies for attracting and retaining employees to benefit the 
company, management can use organisational commitment theory to understand and 
predict employee engagement situations and then choose more appropriate solutions. 
Furthermore, changing conditions of company performance may cause a change in 
some mechanism, such as disrupting the normal operation of a business model, which 
may eventually lead to a change in other related aspects, such as employee engagement. 
In this case, it is critical to learn how the business model functions influence employee 
engagement since smooth operation of a business affects all aspects of the company 
such as changes in employee engagement. As a result, it is critical to experiment how 
the business model affects employee engagement and whether that impact changes in 
different scenarios of company performance after COVID-19.

Research Problem, Objectives and Significances

The main problem in this study is to determining the relationships between the 
four-box business model and each of its contents on employee engagement in the 
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presence of company performance as a moderator. Therefore, the specific objec-
tives of this research are to identify the relationships between the four-box business 
model, as well as the content of each box, and employee engagement and to deter-
mine whether company performance moderates these relationships.

This study is expected to have theoretical and practical implications. It is expected 
to enrich the literature and close the relevant research gaps. It is also expected that 
management pay attention to the operation situation of their existing business 
model, which influences employee engagement, and so on and that they know and 
use relevant management knowledge, such as organisational commitment theory, 
to predict and promote employee engagement in time to keep companies running 
smoothly and profitably.

Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

This section primarily contains the theoretical foundation, literature reviews on 
employee engagement, four-box business model and hypotheses and the conceptual 
model for this research.

Organizational Commitment Theory

The organisational commitment theory serves as the theoretical foundation for this 
study. This theory is a well-known management theory that first appeared in the 1960s 
and has since become a popular employee prediction tool in recent decades (Kessler, 
2013; Al-Jabari & Ghazzawi, 2019). Although the definition of organisational commit-
ment is still evolving, its theory consists of three major components: affective, continu-
ous and normative commitment (Kessler, 2013; Al-Jabari & Ghazzawi, 2019; Nagpal, 
2022). Affective commitment focuses on the psychology-positive feelings of employees 
towards the organisation; continuance commitment focuses on the cost–benefit analysis 
of an employee and normative commitment focuses on employees’ feelings of obliga-
tion to stay with the organisation (Kessler, 2013; Al-Jabari & Ghazzawi, 2019; Nagpal, 
2022). Angle and Perry (1983) discovered the two factors that lead to organisational 
commitment. One factor is an organisational member’s actions and personal character-
istics (intrinsic aspect); another factor is the organisation itself, which reflects a mem-
ber’s appreciation for the organisation’s provision of resources that meet critical needs 
(extrinsic aspect). It was found that extrinsic factors are more strongly linked to organi-
sational commitment than intrinsic factors in that study.

When organisational commitment is determined, it helps predict employee 
engagement. Practitioners used organisational commitment interventions, particu-
larly the affective commitment component, to recruit, hold on to and nurture talent, 
as well as to improve worker performance (Mercurio, 2015). Employee engagement 
and organisational commitment have a significant positive relationship (Aggarwal 
et al., 2022; Linggiallo et al., 2021). Rameshkumar (2020) and Nagpal (2022) con-
firmed that employee engagement is positively related to organisational commit-
ment. Pitaloka and Putri (2021) confirmed that employee engagement and organisa-
tional commitment both had a significant impact on performance.
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One fundamental function of company management is to keep things running 
smoothly and to improve performance (Pourmansouri et  al., 2022). Modern man-
agers can benefit greatly from a better understanding of commitment theory. Man-
agers, for example, can characterise employees based on gaining valuable practical 
information about employees based on varying levels of employee engagement; 
managers may be better able to motivate employees through tangible incentives (e.g. 
promise of pay raises) and increase their contribution to the organisation. During 
difficult times, particularly during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, company 
management can promote employees and maintain their engagement to benefit com-
pany performance by practising and applying relevant knowledge of organisational 
commitment theory. This organisational commitment theory adequately explains the 
relationship between the four-box model of business and employee engagement, as 
well as the role of company performance as a moderator.

Employee Engagement

The current business landscape has been changing as a result of the global COVID-
19 pandemic. Company relevant managers are creatively coming up with innova-
tive and effective ways to promote employee engagement (EE) during this difficult 
time (Chanana & Sangeeta, 2021). Companies having nightmares on managing 
the employees as the pandemic open the floodgates of employees’ demands at pre-
sent and future. From companies’ perspectives, employee engagement is all about 
them to be physiological and physical existence of executing an organizational role. 
Employee engagement is typically described as a mental state, or a way of being, 
that links a worker’s commitment, satisfaction and effort at work (Prasadjaningsih & 
Alexandra, 2022; Sugandha, 2022). This state of being is bodily, psychological and 
emotional (Chanana & Sangeeta, 2021; Davis & Van der Heijden, 2023; Lemon & 
Boman, 2022).

According to Chanana and Sangeeta (2021), an engaged employee is concerned 
about their work and the company’s performance (Hooi & Chan, 2023), and they 
always want to believe that their efforts and hard work are making a difference; 
employee engagement also leads to increased productivity in the workplace, which 
results in higher customer satisfaction and positive increases in sales and profit for 
enterprises (Akinkunmi & Balogun, 2023; Riyanto et al., 2021). According to Pass 
and Ridgway (2022), employers have had to reconsider how they interact with their 
scattered employees as a result of the workers’ need to make quick and significant 
adjustments to their working lives. Similarly, companies nowadays should actively 
look forward to exceeding employee expectations and making a difference in the 
employee’s performance, which directly affects the success of the companies. Using 
creative, resilient and flexible approaches, firms have expedited automation and 
digitization programs while heavily utilizing HR departments (Chan et  al., 2021; 
Zahoor et al., 2022). Even while some firms have prospered, these new methods of 
work are having an impact on physical capacity labour, with women and younger 
workers being disproportionately affected due to the unprecedented event.
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Rewards and recognition are feasible ways to promote employee engagement 
(Madhani, 2020). While during the pandemic, companies had to face various cir-
cumstances to bring about the engagement of employees where many companies 
keep their employees engaged by providing opportunities for professional growth 
during the lockdown, such as resources like TED Talks, webinars with industry 
experts, books, online courses and content that was created by themselves. At the 
same time, a number of businesses actively encourage their workers and do what 
they can to calm their fears in an effort to keep them upbeat and invested in their 
work (Goswami, 2020). In spite of its flaws, post-COVID-19 has developed as a 
result of human experience, and many insights have been gained. One of these les-
sons is how important it is to increase employee engagement at work (Andrlić et al., 
2023). Consequently, the businesses became ambidexterity capable globally where 
they were coping up the business during COVID-19 and adjusting to the new-norm 
of business world at post-COVID-19.

According to Zhu et al., (2023a, b), to better understand the connection between 
employee engagement and the performance of a company, additional research is 
required in adverse circumstances such as the COVID-19 epidemic.

Four‑box Business Model, Employee Engagement

Although there is no universally accepted definition of “business model,” it can 
be thought of as a representation of the means by which a company produces and 
distributes value to its clients (Johnson & Euchner, 2018; Johnson & Lafley, 2010; 
Ruddin et al., 2021; Waghmare & Golhar, 2017). Johnson’s four-box business model  
(FbBM) has a solid foundation in business practise (Sinha et al., n.d.) because this inter-
dependent four-box business model framework is a powerful synthesis of a business  
model. This four-box business model, as the name implies, primarily includes four 
key elements: customer value proposition (CVP), profit formula (PF), key resources 
(KR) and key processes (KP) (Johnson & Lafley, 2010; Christensen et al., 2016; SK, 
2020; Ruddin et al., 2021; Sabri et al., 2023), which makes the sources of a com-
pany’s current success explicit.

Most leaders, however, do not fully comprehend their company’s existing busi-
ness model, the premise underlying its development, its natural interdependencies 
or its strengths and weaknesses when seeking new growth (Johnson & Lafley, 2010; 
Johnson et  al., 2008). Companies, on the other hand, operate under the business 
model or the idea behind a business model. Successful business models are often 
extremely effective tools for improving execution and performance (Affes & Affes, 
2022; Magretta, 2002). While in the post-COVID-19 era, it is critical to understand 
the existing business model. When applied methodically, this four-box business 
model will provide company with a road map to new opportunities for innovation, 
transformational growth and renewal that company never thought possible (Jbara & 
Darnton, 2019; Johnson & Lafley, 2010).

Previous studies on the four-box business model concentrated on its definition, 
composition (Fielt, 2013), its applications (Boshnyaku, 2022; Waite & Arnett, 2020; 
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Wan, 2015), as well as its moderating effect (Zhu et al., 2023a). However, empirical 
research on the four-box business model and its impact on employee engagement 
warranted an investigation. As a result, the following hypothesis is proposed.

H1. Four-box business model and employee engagement are positively correlated.
In addition to the existing research on the impact of the four-box business model 

on employee engagement, there is a limited amount of research available on the spe-
cific influence of each component of the four-box business model (customer value 
proposition, profit formula, key resources and key processes) on employee engage-
ment. The customer value proposition is a strategic approach aimed at facilitating 
customers in accomplishing significant tasks, encompassing both products and ser-
vices (Johnson et al., 2008). The categorization of the CVP was delineated into three 
distinct types, namely supplier-determined, transitional, and mutually determined 
variants (Payne et al., 2017, as cited in Rintamäki & Saarijärvi, 2021). Regardless 
of the specific types of customer value propositions (CVP) offered across various 
industries, the primary objective remains consistent: to attain a competitive advan-
tage and achieve business success (Annarelli et  al., 2020; Mishra et  al., 2020a, b; 
Zhang et  al., 2019). Zhu et  al. (2023b) concurred with the assertion that the cus-
tomer value proposition has a positive influence on company performance, and the 
employee engagement moderates the effect. According to Roberts et  al. (2015), 
employee engagement was found to be a significant factor influencing the customer 
value proposition. The impact of organizations that prioritize customer value on 
employee engagement has been substantiated by the research conducted by Beukes 
(2016) and Bapat (2013).

The profit formula is a conceptual framework that elucidates how a company 
generates value for itself while simultaneously delivering value to the customer. 
This framework encompasses various components such as revenue and cost struc-
tures, among others, as outlined in the financial aspects (Johnson et al., 2008). One 
of the priorities in a business journal is the profit formula (Christensen et al., 2016). 
It holds a central position within numerous companies, exemplified by the success 
of Nespresso coffee company (Matzler et al., 2013). The effective implementation of 
value capture is a crucial factor in achieving business success. The performance of a 
company is influenced by its revenue model, which is determined by factors such as 
the pricing of its products or services and the rate of return on its assets. The man-
agement control framework commonly incorporates a strategy that aims to minimize 
expenses associated with resource acquisition or development, thereby enhancing 
the organization’s profit formula. This approach may also have the unintended con-
sequence of reducing employee engagement, such as through the reduction of train-
ing costs (Malik & Rowley, 2015). According to Kreuzer and Tomaschitz (2021), the 
authors posit that in challenging times, enhancing employee engagement becomes 
increasingly vital for the survival of companies, surpassing the potential impact of 
cost reduction on a company’s profit formula.

According to Johnson et  al. (2008), key resources are crucial assets that con-
tribute to the creation of value for both the customer and the company, resulting in 
practical and advantageous outcomes. Various types of resources can be identified, 
including physical resources such as products and equipment, financial resources 
such as money and intellectual resources such as technology, brands and talents 
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(Leitão et al., 2013). Various industries and companies acquire a competitive advan-
tage through the utilization of distinct types of key resources. According to the find-
ings of Cooper-Thomas et al. (2018), there was a positive correlation between the 
level of resources provided by organizations and employee engagement. Lee et al. 
(2020) conducted research that further corroborated the assertion that resources play 
a crucial role in fostering employee engagement. According to Adisa et al. (2023), 
certain stress factors, such as resource reduction or depletion, had a detrimental 
effect on employee engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The key processes encompass both operational and managerial processes, which 
enable organizations to competitively deliver value to their customers (Johnson 
et  al., 2008). It is common practice for the KP to be executed concurrently with 
the KR (Johnson et  al., 2008; Meertens et  al., 2010). It is imperative to ascertain 
the fundamental processes that contribute to a company’s competitive advantage. 
In a study conducted by Figurska (2015), it was observed that the efficacy of key 
processes exhibited an upward trend in instances where employee engagement lev-
els were elevated. According to LaMacchia (2021), the engagement of employees 
in the IT industry can be enhanced when they actively participate in the decision-
making process. Desta et  al. (2022) also provided evidence supporting the notion 
that the implementation of key processes aimed at optimizing the workforce can 
result in improved employee performance. A study conducted by Zhu et al., (2023a, 
b) revealed that certain key processes exhibited a negligible negative moderating 
impact on the relationship between employee engagement and business perfor-
mance. There is a limited amount of existing research on the effects of the various 
components of the four-box business model on employee engagement. Therefore, 
this study posits the subsequent hypotheses.

H1a. Customer value proposition and employee engagement are positively 
correlated.

H1b. Key resources and employee engagement are positively correlated.
H1c. Key processes and employee engagement are positively correlated.
H1d. Profit formula and employee engagement are positively correlated.

Four‑box Business Model, Employee Engagement and Company Performance

There is currently no standard definition of company performance (CP) (Jabbar, 
2022; Ouragini & Lakhal, 2023). So far, the definitions of company performance 
may be abstract, general, less clearly defined (Darabi, 2023; Taouab & Issor, 2019). 
I prefer to adhere to Lebans and Euske’s (2006) definition of company performance, 
which stated that performance is a set of financial and nonfinancial indicators that 
provide information on the level of achievement of objectives and results (Taouab & 
Issor, 2019; Wahyudono, 2023).

Many companies’ performance decreased as a result of the COVID-19 impact, 
which increased management difficulties (Liu et  al., 2020; Suryaningrum et  al., 
2023), although there is evidence showing that companies have good corporate 
sustainability when they can emphasize employee engagement (Kajtazi et  al., 
2023). While with unstable performance, some negative effects will arise from 
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related aspects such as the company’s operation not running smoothly and effec-
tively, business model function being hampered, or employee engagement becom-
ing low. These statuses are important indicators that reveal a company’s current 
state and influence its future development, as when a company’s performance dete-
riorates its income and profit decline has a negative impact on many internal areas. 
It is critical to investigate company performance post-COVID-19. According to 
the research of Ribeiro-Navarrete et al. (2021) and Truant et al. (2021), business 
performance can be improved through digitalization, entrepreneurial marketing 
(Ouragini & Lakhal, 2023), increasing employee engagement (Zhu et al., 2023a), 
effective implementation of quality management systems (Anggadini et al., 2021; 
Črv & Markič, 2023) and proper financial management strategies (Salamah, 2023). 
There are also studies on how business model innovation (BMI) can improve busi-
ness performance (Nugroho & Fontana, 2023; Nunes & Pereira, 2021). However, 
after analysing 563 sample data from European SMEs, Latifi et  al. (2021) con-
cluded that BMI has no significant impact on company performance. Meanwhile, 
a study conducted in IT firms by Bhatti et al. (2021) found that BMI had to be a 
mediator between other factors and business performance, which was supported by 
Bashir et al. (2023). Salamzadeh et al. (2023) identified the business performance 
meditated the relationship between BMI and crisis management.

From the foregoing literature review, most previous studies used company performance 
as a dependent variable. Only one study focused on company performance as a modera-
tor, which was conducted by Alfadhl and Alabdullah (2016), between agency cost and 
management behaviour determinants. However, there is a scarcity of research on company 
performance as a moderator between the four-box business model (its components) and 
employee engagement. Consequently, this study seeks to bridge the gap by incorporating 
company performance as a moderating variable within the relationship between the four-
box business model and its components and employee engagement. As a result, several 
new hypotheses listed below are proposed for this study.

H2: The four-box business model’s relationship with employee engagement is mod-
erated by company performance.

H2a: Customer value proposition’s relationship with employee engagement is mod-
erated by company performance.

H2b: Key resources’ relationship with employee engagement is moderated by com-
pany performance.

H2c: Key processes’ relationship with employee engagement is moderated by com-
pany performance.

H2d: Profit formula’s relationship with employee engagement is moderated by com-
pany performance.

Conceptual Model

This study’s conceptual model (Fig. 1) is proposed according to the above hypotheses. 
According to this conceptual model, the independent variables include the content of 
each box and the four-box business model; the moderating variable is company perfor-
mance; and the dependent variable is employee engagement.
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Methodology and Data

Sample and Data Collection

This paper uses an online method to conduct surveys with a structured questionnaire on 
Chinese SMEs located in the provinces of Guangdong, Jiangsu and Shandong, whose 
GDP ranks first to third in China (CHINANEWS.COM, 2020, Jan.; 2021, Jan.; 2021, 
Apr.). The general and senior managers of those Chinese SMEs are the study’s target 
population. A basic random sampling technique is employed in this study based on the 
Chinese Qichacha industry list database to randomly select samples. The number of 
qualified samples determined for this study is about 200 (Hair et  al., 2019; cited by 
Kustiawan et al., 2022). As this study is using the SEM analysis method, the number of 
data required when using this method must be at least five times the number of ques-
tions. Invalid questionnaires with missing values, response gaps and respondents with 
incorrect job positions were excluded. After screening and all collected data was veri-
fied as valid after data collection before April 2023, in the end, there are a total of 238 
useful data can be used for analysis.

Variable Measurement

The measurement questions for each variable in this study were mainly derived from 
relevant popular scales and were adopted or adapted according to previous studies 
and relevant expert opinions. The scale was rated on a Likert-5 scale used in the 
structural questionnaire, with 1 representing “strongly disagree” and 5 representing 
“strongly agree.” The variables in this questionnaire are independent, moderating 

Fig. 1   Conceptual model Source: Developed for research
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and dependent. The endogenous construct/dependent variable, employee engage-
ment, was measured using the scale of Quantumworkplace (2021). The exogenous 
construct/independent variable, the four-box business model, was measured by a 
weighted average based on the contents of all four boxes. Four-box variables (its 
components) were measured by using the measurements of Zhao et  al. (2013) for 
the customer value proposition and profit formula variables and Ryan (2013) for key 
resources and key processes variables. The moderating variable, company perfor-
mance, was measured using the measurement of Nguyen et al. (2021).

Data Analysis and Results

Covariance-based structural equation modelling analysis was performed in this 
study using SPSS and version 29 of AMOS software.

The collected data reveal the values of the mode (M), standard deviation (SD), 
skewness and kurtosis for each variable, as shown in Table 1. The values for four-box 
business model (M = 4, SD = 1.106, skewness =  − 0.435, kurtosis =  − 1.372), for cus-
tomer value proposition (M = 5, SD = 1.226, skewness =  − 0.490, kurtosis =  − 1.341), 
for key resources (M = 4, SD = 1.058, skewness =  − 0.383, kurtosis =  − 1.320), for 
key processes (M = 4, SD = 1.141, skewness =  − 0.255, kurtosis =  − 1.401), for profit 
formula (M = 5, SD = 1.168, skewness =  − 0.509, kurtosis =  − 1.349), for company 
performance (M = 4, SD = 1.211, skewness =  − 0.434, kurtosis =  − 1.418), and for 
employee engagement (M = 4, SD = 1.185, skewness =  − 0.407, kurtosis =  − 1.403). 
All skewness and kurtosis values fell within the acceptable ranges of + / − 1.0 
and + / − 2.0, respectively (Hair et al., 2010). Consequently, the data does not deviate 
from normal distribution.

Measurement Model Assessment

Confirmatory factor analysis was conducted by using the measurement model. Some 
indicators were deleted after checking modification indices to improve the model fit. 
The remaining factor loadings for low level constructs and high level constructs are 
shown separately in Tables 2 and 3.

Table 1   Descriptive statistics

Valid case Mode Std. deviation Skewness Std. error of 
skewness

Kurtosis Std. error 
of kurtosis

CP 238 4 1.211  −0.434 0.158  −1.418 0.314
CVP 238 4 1.226  −0.490 0.158  −1.341 0.314
PF 238 5 1.168  −0.509 0.158  −1.349 0.314
KR 238 4 1.058  −0.383 0.158  −1.320 0.314
KP 238 4 1.141  −0.255 0.158  −1.401 0.314
EE 238 4 1.185  −0.407 0.158  −1.403 0.314
FbBM 238 4 1.106  −0.435 0.158  −1.372 0.314
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First order measurement data (Fig. 2) were used to determine the model-fit indi-
ces CMIN/DF = 2.411, IFI = 0.967, TLI = 0.956, CFI = 0.966, SRMR = 0.027, and 
RMSEA = 0.077. All these values meet the threshold values (Hair et al., 2010), indi-
cating that this first order research model has good fitness.

The cut-off point of 0.7 for composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha was used 
to evaluate the construct reliability in this study (Gliem & Gliem, 2003; Hair et al., 
2010). The results show that all Cronbach’s alpha value exceeds 0.80 for the first-
order constructs, including customer value proposition, key resources, profit for-
mula, key processes, company performance and employee engagement (Table  2), 
indicating that the constructs’ internal consistency is good. Meanwhile, all the com-
posite reliability values for first order constructs exceeded 0.7 (Table 2). As a result, 
it is concluded that all first-order constructs in this study are reliable.

Table 2   Details of factor loading, construct reliability and convergent validity in constructs of the first 
order

Source: Developed for research

Items Factor loading Cronbach’s alpha Composite 
reliability

Average 
variance 
extracted

Customer value proposition 0.912 0.913 0.779
  CVP1 0.845
  CVP2 0.881
  CVP5 0.920

Profit formula 0.909 0.910 0.772
  PF5 0.880
  PF6 0.888
  PF11 0.868

Key resources 0.859 0.838 0.633
  KR1 0.806
  KR3 0.822
  KR4 0.757

Key processes 0.863 0.865 0.682
  KP1 0.852
  KP2 0.820
  KP3 0.805

Company performance 0.936 0.937 0.831
  CP1 0.930
  CP3 0.903
  CP4 0.902

Employee engagement 0.901 0.899 0.749
  EE1 0.908
  EE2 0.822
  EE3 0.864
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Another critical component of measurement model evaluation is the construct 
validity testing. There are two types of validity, convergent and discriminant. The 
extracted value of the average variance must be greater than 0.5 to be considered 
convergent (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). In this study, all extracted average variance 
values for first order constructs are greater than 0.50 (Table 2). As a result, measure-
ment of this study meets the requirement of convergent validity.

As shown in Table  3, values of Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability of 
second order constructs for four-box business model, company performance and 
employee engagement are surpassing 0.8 (Table  3). As a result, it is possible to 
state that the internal consistencies were good and constructs were reliable for all 
second-order constructs in this study. All average extracted variance for second 
order constructs in this study are greater than 0.70 (Table 3). As a result, the con-
vergent validity of scales in second order constructs is confirmed in this. Further-
more, the model shows a good fit with CMIN/DF = 2.487, IFI = 0.962, TLI = 0.954, 
CFI = 0.962, SRMR = 0.029, and RMSEA = 0.079 (Fig.  3). All of these values fall 
within the acceptable range (Hair et al., 2010; Hooper et al., 2008; Hu & Bentler, 
1999; Moss, 2009).

In this study, discriminant validity is evaluated using the Heterotrait-Monotrait 
(HTMT) ratio. According to Henseler et al. (2015), the choice of an HTMT cut-off 
value is determined by the conceptual similarity of the investigated constructs and 
the researcher’s desire for conservatism (Ab Hamid et al., 2017, September; Franke 
& Sarstedt, 2019). The HTMT ratios of all first and second order constructs are less 
than one. As a result, it can be concluded that discriminant validity between first and 
second order constructs has been established.

Table 3   Details of factor loading, construct reliability and convergent validity in constructs of the second 
order

Source: Developed for research

Items Factor loading Cronbach’s alpha Composite 
reliability

Average 
variance 
extracted

Four-box business model 0.951 0.988 0.954
  CVP 1.000
  PF 0.981
  KR 0.998
  KP 0.926

Company performance 0.936 0.937 0.832
  CP1 0.930
  CP3 0.904
  CP4 0.902

Employee engagement 0.901 0.896 0.741
  EE1 0.913
  EE2 0.807
  EE3 0.860
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Structural Model Assessment

A structural equation modelling was conducted by using all the constructs with 
their remaining indicators. The fit indexes of the structural model shown that 
CMIN/DF = 2.868, IFI = 0.953, TLI = 0.942, CFI = 0.953, SRMR = 0.036, and 
RMSEA = 0.089 (the exceeded tiny number can be ignored). It can be concluded that 
all of the values fall within the relevant thresholds (Hair et  al., 2010). Thus, this 
study’s structural model (Fig. 4) is almost perfectly fitted.

The finding showed that four-box model of business in conjunction with the 
performance of the company as a moderator can explain 95% of the variance in 
employee engagement.

Fig. 2   First-order measurement model.  Source: Developed for research
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Employee engagement is positively and significantly impacted by the four-box busi-
ness model (b = 0.839, p < 0.001). In Table 4, it also shows that the effect of the four-box 
business model on employee engagement is 0.839, which is significantly positive with a 
p value smaller than 0.001. Based on this, the moderating role of company performance 
was tested. The result shows that four-box business model’s connection to the employee 
engagement is significantly moderated by company performance (b = 0.083, p = 0.025). 
It indicated that the moderating effect of company performance between the four-box 
business model and employee engagement was 0.083, with p = 0.025. Employee engage-
ment is positively and significantly impacted by customer value proposition (b = 0.702, 
p = 0.002). In Table 4, it also shows that the effect of the customer value proposition on 
employee engagement is 0.702, which is significantly positive with p = 0.002. Their rela-
tionship is moderated by company performance but slightly and insignificantly (b = 0.07, 
p = 0.145). It indicated that the moderating effect of the company performance between 

Fig. 3   Second-order measurement model.  Source: Developed for research
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customer value proposition and employee engagement was 0.07 with p = 0.145. Key 
resources have a positive and significant impact on employee engagement (b = 0.531, 
p < 0.001). In Table  4, it also shows that the effect of the key resources on employee 
engagement is 0.531, which is significantly positive with p < 0.001. Company perfor-
mance moderates their relationship positively and significantly (b = 0.112, p = 0.013). It 
indicated that the moderating effect of the company performance between key resources 
and employee engagement was 0.112 with p = 0.013. Key processes have a significantly 
positive impact on employee engagement (b = 0.512, p < 0.001). In Table 4, it also shows 
that the effect of the key processes on employee engagement is 0.512, which is signifi-
cantly positive with p < 0.001. Their relationship is significantly moderated by company 
performance (b = 0.076, p = 0.027). It indicated that the moderating effect of the company 
performance between key processes and employee engagement was 0.076 with p = 0.027. 
The profit formula significantly and favourably affects employee motivation (b = 0.512, 
p < 0.001). In Table 4, it also shows that the effect of the profit formula on employee 

Fig. 4   Structural model.  Source: Developed for research
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engagement is 0.512, which is significantly positive with p < 0.001. While their relation-
ship is insignificantly moderated by company performance (b = 0.045, p = 0.215). It indi-
cated that the moderating effect of the company performance between profit formula and 
employee engagement was 0.045 with p = 0.215.

According to the research results, it is clear that all the direct effects of this study’s 
constructs on employee engagement are positive and significant. The direct effect of 
the four-box business model on employee engagement is the largest, followed by the 
customer value proposition. The direct effects of key resources, key processes and 
profit formula on employee engagement are almost the same. Although all mod-
erating effects of company performance are positive, only the moderating effects 
of company performance between four-box business model, key resources, key pro-
cesses and employee engagement are significant.

Discussion

The investigation of the relationships between variables is the primary objective of 
this research, including the four-box model of business, customer value proposi-
tion, key resources, key processes, profit formula, employee engagement and com-
pany performance for SMEs in three Chinese provinces. This primary objective was 
divided into two subsidiary objectives. One of the objectives is to determine the 
influence of using a business model with four boxes and the content in each box 
on employee engagement. Another objective is to determine how company perfor-
mance affects the relationships between each box’s content, the four-box business 
model and employee engagement.

Table 4   Hypothesis test results

Source: Developed for research
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001

Beta value (β) p value Results

Main effects
  H1 Four-box business model → employee engagement 0.839 *** Supported

  H1a customer value proposition → employee engagement 0.702 0.002 Supported
  H1b key resources → employee engagement 0.531 *** Supported
  H1c key processes → employee engagement 0.512 *** Supported
  H1d profit formula → employee engagement 0.512 *** Supported

Moderating effects (company performance/CP)
  H2 Four-box business model × CP → employee engage-

ment
0.083 0.025 Supported

  H2a customer value proposition × CP → employee 
engagement

0.070 0.145 Not Supported

  H2b key resources × CP → employee engagement 0.112 0.013 Supported
  H2c key processes × CP → employee engagement 0.076 0.027 Supported
  H2d profit formula × CP → employee engagement 0.045 0.215 Not Supported
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Relevant hypotheses were developed in order to achieve the study’s objectives. To 
collect data from Chinese SMEs managers, a self-administered survey questionnaire 
was used. Multiple statistical tests were used to analyse the data and test the hypoth-
eses. The following contents highlight the findings under the study’s hypotheses.

The initial objective of the research was to investigate the relationship between four-box 
business model and the content of each box (customer value proposition, profit formula, 
key resources and key processes) and employee engagement. To accomplish this study’s 
objective, five hypotheses were created (H1, H1a–H1d). These hypotheses contend that the 
content of each of the four boxes, as well as the four-box model of business itself, impact 
favourably the level of engagement of the workforce. The results of the study show that 
the four-box model of business and its contents, including the customer value proposition, 
key resources, key processes and profit formula, all have varying degrees of influence on 
employee engagement, both positively and significantly. Therefore, in this study, all of the 
first five hypotheses (H1, H1a, H1b, H1c and H1d) are supported (Table 4).

According to this study, the four-box business model and its components (customer 
value proposition, key resources, key processes and profit formula) and employee engage-
ment are positively correlated. They are simply the expected results of this study from the 
start. H1a’s finding is consistent with previous studies on the impact of customer value 
proposition on employee engagement conducted by Beukes (2016) and Bapat (2013). 
The finding of H1b is consistent with a previous study on the impact of key resources on 
employee engagement conducted by Lee et al. (2020). The H1c finding is consistent with 
LaMacchia’s (2021) previous study on key processes and employee engagement. Both the 
H1 finding about the impact of the four-box business model and the H1d finding about the 
impact of the profit formula on employee engagement are novel and can fill research gaps.

The investigation of the moderating effect of company performance in the relation-
ships was the study’s second objective, including each box’s content, the four-box 
model of business itself and employee engagement. Five hypotheses (H2, H2a, H2b, 
H2c and H2d) were constructed to test these relationships. According to these hypoth-
eses, the four-box business model, each box’s content and employee engagement are 
all moderated by company performance. The findings show that employee engage-
ment and the four-box business model are significantly influenced by company per-
formance, thus the hypothesis H2 was supported (Table 4). At the same time, it was 
found that the relationships between two components of four-box business model, i.e. 
key resources, key processes and employee engagement, were significantly moderated 
by company performance too, thus hypotheses H2b and H2c were supported (Table 4); 
meanwhile, company performance also moderated the relationships between customer 
value proposition, profit formula and employee engagement but insignificantly, thus 
hypotheses H2a and H2d was not supported (Table 4).

This study found that the four-box business model, key resources, key processes 
and employee engagement all had significant positive moderating effects on com-
pany performance. This study also confirmed that company performance moderated 
the relationship between customer value proposition, profit formula and employee 
engagement insignificantly. As a result, only parts of the findings meet the study’s 
expectations. These findings fill gaps by incorporating company performance as a 
moderating variable in the relationships between the four-box business model and its 
components and employee engagement.
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Conclusion

According to the findings of this study, the four-box model of business and its com-
ponents (customer value proposition, key resources, key processes and profit formula) 
all have direct significantly impact on employee engagement; company performance 
has positive moderating effects between four-box model of business and its components 
and employee engagement. According to the findings, a business can run smoothly and 
profitably if it has a solid existing business model that can be used as a roadmap. As 
a result of the COVID-19 impact, labour forces are constrained and talent is scarce. If 
managers can use relevant knowledge, such as organisational commitment theory, to 
understand and promote employee engagement effectively and timely, it will be easier 
for them to retain talented workers and capitalise on opportunities.

Theoretical Implications

The findings on customer value proposition, key resources and key processes that 
impact employee engagement can enrich relevant research fields, as these findings 
are consistent with or similar to previous studies. The findings on the four-box busi-
ness model and profit formula that impact employee engagement are new, which 
can close relevant research gaps. Meanwhile, company performance can contribute 
to the relevant literature and close the relevant research gaps as a unique moderator 
between the four-box model of business, the contents of each box (including the 
customer value proposition, key resources, key processes and profit formula), and 
employee engagement.

Managerial Implications

The findings suggest that company management can leverage the existing business 
model and its internal key elements to greatly benefit the company, such as pro-
moting employee engagement. Employees are more easily influenced by a business 
model that serves a purpose. Furthermore, traditional methods of retaining talent, 
such as good pay and extra bonus package, are no longer golden rules and are facing 
significant challenges in the current era. Following COVID-19, many businesses, 
particularly SMEs, are still struggling to recover and grow. It would be extremely 
beneficial for a company and its management to learn and apply some knowledge, 
such as organisational commitment theory, in order to learn and predict employee 
engagement in advance and then promote employees in a non-material way. This 
method may be feasible because spending less or no money to stimulate workforces 
is now possible. Companies with limited financial resources, as well as SMEs, could 
benefit from this type of non-material method of retaining talent and keeping busi-
nesses running smoothly and profitably.
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Ideas for Future Research

The moderation effects of company performance between the relationships between 
four-box business model and its component (customer value proposition, key 
resources, key processes and profit formula) and employee engagement include sig-
nificant and insignificant. Future researcher still can investigate further or focus on 
other areas and countries.
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