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Orientation: The focus on positive psychology in the workplace includes interest in
engagement of employees and the conditions and/or characteristics that explain variance in
engagement levels.

Research purpose: Psychological capital (PsyCap) can be used as a substitute or enhancer for
leadership in the development of work engagement in cases where the individual has a high level
of PsyCap.

Motivation for the study: With work engagement becoming increasingly critical to the
competitiveness of today’s organisations, there is a need to better understand the role of
leadership and psychological strengths that support work engagement among employees.

Research approach/design and method: In the quantitative study (on the responses of 647
managers from a national private healthcare organisation), the mediating and moderating role
of psychological capital (PsyCap) on the relationship between authentic leadership and work
engagement was tested.

Main findings: Psychological capital partially mediated the relationship between authentic
leadership and work engagement. Similarly, PsyCap was also a moderator of the relationship,
although the main effects remained significant.

Practical/managerial implications: Organisations and leaders should focus on developing a
high level of PsyCap within their followers in order to retain high levels of work engagement.

Contribution/value-add: The role of PsyCap in the leadership—engagement relationship

indicates that individuals can draw from their PsyCap to improve work engagement.

Introduction

The number of studies on engagement of employees has increased rapidly over the past two
decades (Bakker & Albrecht, 2018). From a workplace perspective, engagement of employees is a
desirable characteristic of the workforce in the creation of peak performance (Bakker, Demerouti,
& Sanz-Vergal, 2014). Even though the engagement of more than a million employees has been
studied (Bargagliotti, 2012), it is anticipated that employee engagement will remain an important
concern for countries and organisations who seek to increase labour productivity (Gallup, 2013).
Not only does engagement enhance important organisational outcomes, it also has positive effects
on the psychological well-being of employees (Robertson & Cooper, 2009). Thus, from a
psychological perspective, the growth and interest in the field of Positive Psychology, with its
focus on happiness, human strengths and optimal functioning (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi,
2000), gave impetus to the interest in engagement. Seligman (2011) proposed that engagement is
regarded as one of the routes to happiness as well as one of the dimensions of human flourishing.

Leaders play an important role in creating a climate of engagement within the organisation (Kahn
& Heaphy, 2014). When leaders support, encourage and develop their employees, employees are
more likely to have a high level of engagement (Harter & Adkins, 2015). Harter and Adkins (2015)
proposed that up to 70% of the variance in engagement scores can be ascribed to leader behaviours.
Against the background of positive organisational behaviour, Luthans and Avolio (2003)
conceptualised a positive form of leadership, which is termed ‘authentic leadership’. Authentic
leaders have a well-developed capacity to process information about themselves (including their
values, beliefs, goals and feelings); they have clarity regarding their personal identity and have an
ability to adjust their leadership behaviours to the needs and preferences of their followers, while
still acting in accordance to their personal identity (Chan, Hannah, & Gardner, 2005).

An important part of authentic leadership includes the personal identification of the employee
with the leader. Through this identification, authentic leaders influence the thinking and behaviour
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of members of the organisation (Sparrowe, 2005). The positive
modelling of authentic leaders fosters internalised regulation
processes among followers, which contribute to greater
levels of well-being and engagement (Deci, Connell, & Ryan,
1989). Avolio and Gardner (2005) state that these exchanges
would possibly assist individuals to find meaning and
purpose in their jobs and craft jobs that best suit their
strengths, and the leader would also encourage individuals
to persist in their work-related efforts. These actions may
result in enhancing employees’ vigour, dedication and
absorption in their work. Leaders furthermore have an
influence on their followers’ positive psychological states
and psychological capital (PsyCap) by increasing followers’
self-confidence and creating hope, optimism and resilience
(Ilies, Morgeson, & Nahrgang, 2005; Mékikangas, Feldt,
Kinnunen, & Mauno, 2013).

Avolio and Mhatre (2012) suggest that, although research on
authentic leadership continues to grow, researchers should
also explore a broader range of mediating and moderating
mechanisms in an attempt to explain the authentic leadership
construct and its relationship with other organisational
variables. For instance, Hsieh and Wang (2015) reported that
employee trust mediates the relationship between authentic
leadership and work engagement. It should be considered
thatnot all employees’ needs are the same and that employees
also have psychological capacities that could influence how
they interpret and integrate their leader’s supportive
behaviours into their work behaviours. Followers who are
led by authentic leaders feel more efficacy and take greater
ownership of their work, as well as being more resilient and
hopeful (Rego, Sousa, Marques, & Pina e Cunha, 2012).
Similarly, employees who have more personal resources
(including self-efficacy, optimism and resilience) have higher
levels of work engagement (Mikikangas et al., 2013).
However, authors have suggested that specific leadership
styles may be more effective for some followers than for
others (Conger & Kanungo, 1998; Pillai & Meindl, 1998), and
hence the followers’ characteristics would act as a moderator
of the influence of the leader. It may be valuable to explore
the role of PsyCap because of its predictive properties in
explaining peak performance.

Purpose

PsyCap could intervene in the relationship between broad
contextual and leadership factors, such as authentic
leadership (Avey, Wernsing, & Luthans, 2008), and individual
outcomes, such as organisational citizenship behaviour and
work performance (Luthans, Norman, Avolio & Avey, 2008;
Norman, Avey, Nimnicht, & Pigeon, 2010). As PsyCap seems
to be instrumental in facilitating the impact of a positive
organisational context on various desirable outcomes
(Youssef & Luthans, 2012), it was proposed that PsyCap
mediates the relationship between authentic leadership and
work engagement. It was further proposed that PsyCap
could be a mechanism through which individuals adapt their
responses to attain higher levels of work engagement. High
PsyCap levels offer employees cognitive (i.e. efficacy),
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motivational (i.e. hope) and other positive psychological
strengths (such as resilience and optimism) (Sweetman,
Luthans, Avey & Luthans, 2011), which may assist them in
immersing themselves fully in their work apart from the
influence of leadership support. Thus, the moderating effect
of PsyCap on the relationship between authentic leadership
and work engagement was studied.

Literature review
Authentic leadership

Luthans and Avolio (2003) conceptualised a positive form of
leadership, which is termed ‘authentic leadership’. Authentic
leadership draws from both positive psychological capacities
of the leader and a highly developed organisational context.
These factors, in turn, result in greater self-awareness and
self-regulated positive behaviours on the part of the leader.
Authentic leadership comprises self-awareness, relational
transparency, internalised moral perspective and balanced
processing (Avolio & Mhatre, 2012). Self-awareness is defined
as an individual’s accurate knowledge of his or her own
strengths and weaknesses and the way one makes sense of
the world. Relational transparency involves appropriate self-
disclosure and a genuine presentation of oneself to other
people. Balanced processing includes the collection and use
of objective, relevant information and balancing this with
beliefs that are held, even if the objective information
challenges prior beliefs. An internalised moral perspective
would influence an individual to act with self-determination
and self-regulation, rather than acting in accordance with
situational demands (Avolio, Walumbwa, & Weber, 2009).

The theory of authentic leadership emphasises positive and
developmental interactions between leaders and followers
(Woolley, Caza, & Levy, 2011). Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa,
Luthans and May (2004) proposed a theoretical framework
thatlinks authentic leadership to the attitudes and behaviours
of followers. According to Avolio et al. (2004), authentic
leaders influence their followers” attitudes and behaviours by
creating a sense of personal and social identification and
setting high moral values and standards. For instance,
authentic leaders would use role modelling to display high
moral standards to their followers in order for the followers’
values and beliefs to become more similar to those of the
leaders (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May, & Walumbwa, 2005).
Another example would be the leader’s concern regarding a
follower’s transparent and genuine discussion of his or her
own vulnerabilities, thereby emphasising the constant focus
on growth and development of the follower as well as the
leader (Avolio et al., 2004).

Followers” personal and social identification with authentic
leaders has been shown to lead to higher levels of hope
(Snyder, Irving, & Anderson, 1991) and trust (Avolio et al.,
2004; Chan et al., 2005; Gardner et al., 2005). Hsieh and Wang
(2015) reported that employee trust mediates the relationship
between the leader’s level of authentic leadership and
follower work engagement. Furthermore, positive emotions
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(Avolio et al.,, 2004; Chan et al.,, 2005) and positive states
(Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2007), including higher levels of
PsyCap (Munyaka, Boshoff, Pietersen, & Snelgar, 2017), have
also resulted from identification of followers with leaders.

Jensen and Luthans (2006) reported that employee perceptions
of authentic leadership were the strongest predictor of
employee job satisfaction, organisational commitment and
work happiness. Further empirical research has demonstrated
a positive relationship between the frequency with which
authentic leadership is exhibited and the job performance of
followers (Peterson, Walumbwa, Avolio, & Fredrickson, 2010,
cited in Cameron & Spreitzer, 2012).

Authentic leadership was found to play an important role in
the PsyCap development of the follower (Luthans, Avolio,
Avey & Norman, 2007; Woolley et al., 2011). It has also been
empirically established that PsyCap and a positive
organisational context are antecedents of authentic leadership
development (Petersen, 2015). Hence, it becomes clear that
authentic leadership theory ascribes an important role to the
PsyCap of leaders and followers.

Psychological capital

Bearing in mind the criteria for constructs to be included in
PsyCap (Luthans, 2002), the positive constructs of efficacy,
hope, optimism and resilience met the inclusion criteria
(Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). These writers termed the
combination of these positive constructs as PsyCap. PsyCap
is defined as follows:

An individual’s positive psychological state of development
that is characterised by: (1) having confidence (self-efficacy) to
take on and put in the necessary effort to succeed at challenging
tasks; (2) making a positive attribution (optimism) about
succeeding now and in the future; (3) persevering toward
goals, and, when necessary, redirecting paths to goals (hope) in
order to succeed; and (4) when beset by problems and adversity,
sustaining and bouncing back and even beyond (resilience) to
attain success. (p. 3)

Apart from the importance of each of the four constructs, the
synergistic phenomenon of overall PsyCap has been shown to
have a higher correlation with performance outcomes than any
of the four individual constructs (Luthans, Avolio, et al., 2007).
This finding is consistent with Hobfall’s (2002) psychological
resource theory, which suggests that some constructs are best
understood as indicators of broader underlying factors as they
may interact synergistically to produce differentiated behaviours
over time and different contexts. As a result, PsyCap is classified
as a second-order (or higher-order) construct that includes the
first-order factors of efficacy, hope, resilience and optimism but
also the synergy and shared variance between these four
dimensions (Avey, Reichard, Luthans, & Mhatre, 2011; Luthans
& Youssef-Morgan, 2017).

A meta-analysis of PsyCap revealed that a number of studies
have tested the relationship between PsyCap and various
employee attitudes, behaviours and performance (Avey
etal., 2011). These writers argue that individuals who possess
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a high level of PsyCap are likely to be energised and produce
effort thatleads to higher levels of performance over extended
periods of time. PsyCap has been positively correlated to
employee performance and satisfaction (Luthans, Avolio
et al,, 2007), as well as organisational commitment and
psychological well-being at work (Avey et al., 2011). Self-
efficacy, hope, resilience and optimism, as well as overall
PsyCap, have also been shown to have positive relationships
with work engagement (Simons & Buitendach, 2013). PsyCap
has also been found to mediate the relationship between a
supportive organisational climate and performance (Luthans
etal., 2008). Furthermore, Huang and Luthans (2014) reported
that PsyCap mediated the relationship between learning goal
orientation and creativity.

Luthans, Luthans and Luthans (2004) reported that, as with
human and social capital, PsyCap may be developed and
used in the workplace. PsyCap capacities are psychological
states, as opposed to fixed traits, and are therefore open to
development through methods such as role modelling, social
persuasion, mastery experiences or performance attainments
(Luthans et al., 2004). By utilising these development
techniques, leaders may have a significant role to play in the
development of the PsyCap of their employees.

Work engagement

Schaufeli and Bakker (2003) explain work engagement as a
positively satisfying, work-related state of mind that is
exemplified by vigour, absorption and dedication. Bakker
and Demerouti (2008) state that vigour is characterised by
high energy levels and mental resilience while working,
whereas absorption signifies being fully concentrated during
one’s work, with time passing quickly and difficulty being
experienced in separating oneself from work. Dedication
encompasses being involved in one’s work and experiencing
significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and challenge.

In further exploring the work engagement construct, it is
important to stress that employees’ psychological presence in
their roles is still at the core of the work engagement construct.
Work engagement is believed to be rooted in the theory of
authenticity. Authenticity is based on the belief that there can
be value in displaying one’s whole self that can be utilised to
the benefit of work (Rothbard & Patil, 2012). Authentic
leadership helps followers to satisfy their own needs, develop
themselves and set goals that are in concordance with their
own values and beliefs (Gardner et al., 2005).

Studies have demonstrated a positive relationship between
work engagement and performance (Cameron & Spreitzer,
2012). Work engagement has been linked to increased
organisational citizenship behaviours (Rich, LePine, &
Crawford, 2010), enhanced overall performance, high levels
of job satisfaction and reduced levels of turnover intention
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2008).

With regard to the antecedents of work engagement, studies
have shown that personal resources such as self-efficacy,
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optimism (Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli,
2007) and resilience (Bakker, 2009) are important antecedents
of work engagement. These personal resources assist engaged
employees to control and impact their work environment in a
positive manner (Alesandri, Consiglio, Luthans, & Borgogni,
2018; Luthans et al., 2008). Self-efficacy, optimism and resilience
are described as dimensions of PsyCap, and hence it can be
deducted that PsyCap could also be an antecedent of work
engagement. The proposed link was tested in an empirical
study by Simons and Buitendach (2013), who confirmed the
relationship between dimensions of PsyCap and work
engagement. Authentic leadership has also been shown to
significantly predict work engagement (Penger & Cerne, 2014).
Moreover, Giallonardo, Wong and Iwasiw (2010) found higher
levels of work engagement when employees perceived
authentic leadership behaviour in their leader.

Low levels of engagement have been found in many countries
(Robertson & Cooper, 2010), including South Africa
(Rothmann, 2017). Maslach, Schaufeli and Leiter (2001)
theorised that the impact of the changing world of work is
demonstrated in the expectations imposed on employees.
These expectations include expending more time and effort
and possessing greater skills and flexibility, while the
organisation, on the other hand, is offering less in terms of
career opportunities, employment and job security. There is
also a general lack of supportive leadership behaviours to
assist employees to deal with the job demands they face.

Dissatisfied employees are not committed to an organisation
and they are also frequently absent from work in an attempt
to cope with or escape from the high work demands
(Rothmann, 2017). Organisations with a disengaged
workforce may experience severe financial constraints and
also lack the competitive edge to survive in the market. It is
therefore important for management to focus on ways in
which to enhance those aspects of the job that will make
employees feel energetic, dedicated and engaged in their
work (Mostert & Rathbone, 2001). For the purpose of the
present study, the possible influence of PsyCap on the
hypothetical relationship between authentic leadership and
work engagement was explored.

Method

The research design was quantitative in nature and a survey
was used to collect the empirical data. A composite
questionnaire containing the Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003), PsyCap questionnaire
(PCQ) (Luthans et al., 2007) and the Authentic Leadership
Questionnaire (ALQ) (Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner,
Wernsing, & Peterson, 2008) was electronically completed by
647 managers from a national organisation in the healthcare
industry in South Africa.

Research procedure

The sample for the study was selected through purposive
sampling. The requirements that were set for participation in
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the study were access to a computer and the Internet, and
acceptable English literacy, as the questions required
respondents to be able to differentiate between fine nuances of
behaviour described in words. Employees from all branches of
the organisation were included. Eight hundred and fifty-five
members of the organisation met these characteristics and
were invited to respond to the survey. After the process of data
gathering, 670 responses were recorded. However some of
these responses were incomplete and had to be excluded from
the sample. Therefore, the survey response rate of usable
responses was calculated as 76% (n = 647).

Participants

The sample consisted mostly of female (77% of the sample)
and Afrikaans-speaking (66%) respondents. Further to this,
the largest proportion of the sample was managers (81%).
The respondents’ ages ranged from 25 to 63, with an average
age of 45 years (SD = 8.08). Although some respondents were
quite new to the organisation, the mean tenure of the
respondents were 11 years (SD = 6.197). The mean reporting
period to current manager of 4 years (SD = 4.046) also
indicates a fairly stable workforce at the managerial level.

Measurement instruments

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) items are scored
on a seven-point Likert scale (0 = ‘never’ to 6 = ‘always’).
Previous South African studies reported scores from the UWES
to have good internal consistency reliability ranging from 0.78
for vigour and 0.89 for dedication to 0.78 for absorption
(Storm & Rothmann, 2003). Using the UWES as unidimensional,
Laba and Geldenhuys (2016) reported a Cronbach’s alpha
reliability of 0.90. The internal reliability of scores from the
unidimensional UWES in the present study sample was 0.92.

The PCQ consists of 24 items to measure the four dimensions,
namely self-efficacy, hope, resilience and optimism. It is
scored on a six point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (‘strongly
disagree’) to 6 (‘strongly agree’). Scores from the PCQ had
evidence of adequate reliability ranging from 0.67 to 0.90
(Gorgens-Ekermans & Herbert, 2013; Simons & Buitendach,
2013). The internal reliability of scores from the PCQ in the
present sample was 0.89.

The ALQ comprises 16 items to measure four subscales of
authentic leadership, namely self-awareness, relational
transparency, balanced processing and internalised moral
perspective (Luthans & Avolio, 2003). It is scored on a five-
point Likert scale with the item responses ranging from 0
(‘not at all’) to 4 (‘frequently’). A previous South African
study using a healthcare industry sample reported reliability
coefficients of 0.93 for scores from the ALQ (Stander, De Beer,
& Stander, 2015). The internal reliability of scores from the
ALQ in the present study was 0.95.

Data analysis procedure

Descriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyse the
data, which include Pearson correlation analysis and multiple
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regression analysis (which was also used for mediation and
moderation analysis). SPSS version 24 was employed for the
analysis, and the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013) was utilised
for the mediation and moderation analysis.

Ethical consideration

Ethical clearance was received from the University of the
Western Cape ethics committee (reference number 13/5/36).
The information page and informed consent contained in the
electronic questionnaire utilised for the data collection at the
participating organisation assisted to ensure ethical practice.
Firstly, it provided an explanation of the nature and rationale
for the research. Secondly, it informed participants that their
participation in the research study was voluntary and that
they could withdraw from the study at any time prior to
submission of their responses. Participants were also informed
that their non-participation or withdrawal from the research
would not be known to anybody other than themselves and
therefore there would be no consequences should they decide
not to participate. Thirdly, the information page explained that
the responses would be kept anonymous and that it would not
be possible, in any way, to trace the responses back to
individuals. If the participants wanted to discuss any aspect
related to the research, the contact details of both the researcher
and the research supervisor were given.

Results

The relationships between authentic leadership,
psychological capital and work engagement

Authentic leadership and PsyCap respectively correlated
0.314 and 0.578 with work engagement. All correlations were
significant at the 0.01 level. The Cronbach’s alpha reliability
analysis also indicated acceptable reliability, ranging from
0.89 for the PCQ24 to 0.95 for the ALQ. The results are
displayed in Table 1.

When comparing the mean item score of the research sample
with the norm scales provided in the UWES-17 manual, the
healthcare industry sample can be described as — on average —
having a high level of work engagement. A mean of 4.67-5.53
indicates that respondents feel engaged in their work ‘often” to
‘very often’ or ‘once a week’ to ‘a few times a week’. Similarly,
the sample tended to have high levels of PsyCap and scored
their leaders as having high levels of authentic leadership.

The mediating role of psychological capital

Multiple regression analyses were conducted to assess each
component of the mediation model. The independent

TABLE 1: Descriptive statistics and correlations between the variables (N = 647).
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variable for the analyses was authentic leadership (X), the
dependent variable was work engagement (Y) and PsyCap
was the proposed mediator (M). Firstly, it was found that
authentic leadership was positively associated with work
engagement (f=0.12,¢[2, 647] = 3.410, p = 0.0007). It was also
found that authentic leadership was positively related to
PsyCap (f = 0.20, ¢ [2, 647] = 7.91, p = 0.000). Lastly, results
indicated that the mediator, PsyCap, was positively
associated with work engagement (4 = 0.80, f [2, 647] = 15.00,
p = 0.0000). Because all three of the relationships were
significant, mediation analyses were carried out using the
bootstrapping method with bias-corrected confidence
estimates (Hayes, 2013). The 95% confidence interval (CI) of
the indirect effects was obtained with 5000 bootstrap
resamples. Results of the mediation analysis confirmed the
mediating role of PsyCap in the relation between authentic
leadership and work engagement (f = 0.16; CI = 0.12-0.21).
As the relationship between authentic leadership and work
engagement remained significant (f = 0.12, ¢ [2, 647] = 3.42,
p = 0.0007) when controlling for PsyCap, partial mediation
of PsyCap is suggested. Figure 1 provides a display of the
results.

The moderating role of psychological capital

The PROCESS macro was applied to determine the potential
moderating effect of a third variable on the relationship
between authentic leadership and work engagement (X and
Y). Mean centring was done for all the variables in an effort
to reduce multicollinearity. In order to confirm whether the
third variable has a moderation effect on the relationship
between the two variables (X and Y), it must be proven that
the nature of this relationship changes as the values of the
moderating variable (M) changes, according to Hayes (2013).
The variables explained a combined 35.6% (F [3, 643] = 118.63,
p < 0.001, R* = 0.3563) of the variance in work engagement.
The detailed results are displayed in Table 2.

From Table 2 it can be seen that both predictors remained
statistically significant, with authentic leadership b = 0.12,

Work
engagement

Authentic
leadership

0.12* (0.16*%)

*, p<0.001.

FIGURE 1: Indirect effect of authentic leadership on work engagement through
psychological capital. PsyCap, psychological capital.

Variable M SD 1 2 3
1. Authentic leadership 2.80 0.84 - - -
2. Psychological capital 4.95 0.51 0.335* - -
3. Work engagement 4.88 0.77 0.314* 0.578* -

M, mean; SD, standard deviation; &, Cronbach’s alpha.
* p<0.01.

http://www.sajhrm.co.za . Open Access
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TABLE 2: Moderation analysis with psychological capital as moderator (N = 647) and work engagement as dependent variable.

Independent variables B SE t )4 LLCI uLci
Constant 0.0185 0.0254 0.7285 0.4666 —-0.0314 0.0685
PsyCap (centred) 0.7791 0.0513 15.1756 0.0000 0.6783 0.8799
Authentic leadership 0.1236 0.0306 4.0360 0.0001 0.0635 0.1838
(centred)

Interaction term -0.1289 0.0521 -2.4748 0.0136 -0.2312 —0.0266

(PsyCap * AL)

f, standardised regression coefficient; SE, standard error; LLCI, lower level confidence interval; ULCI, upper level confidence interval; AL, authentic leadership; PsyCap, psychological capital.

*, PsyCap is multiplied with authentic leadership (AL) to compute the interaction term.

TABLE 3: Conditional effects of authentic leadership on work engagement at different levels of psychological capital.

Variable Effect (b) SE t P LLCI uLcl

Low PsyCap 0.1894 0.0404 4.6889 0.000 0.1101 0.2688
Average (M) PsyCap 0.1236 0.0306 4.0361 0.0001 0.0635 0.1838
High PsyCap 0.0578 0.0407 1.4195 0.1562 -0.0222 0.1378

Effect (b), unstandardised simple slope; SE, standard error; ¢, t-statistic; p, p-value; LLCI, lower level confidence interval; ULCI, upper level confidence interval; M, mean; PsyCap, psychological

capital.

t (643) = 4.04, p = 0.00 and PsyCap b = 0.78, ¢ (643) = 15.18,
p=0.00.In other words, for every one unitincrease in authentic
leadership, there is a 0.12 increase in work engagement.
Similarly, for every one unit increase in PsyCap there is a 0.78
increase in work engagement. The interaction variable (i.e.
PsyCap * authentic leadership is also statistically significant
at the p > 0.05 level (b =-0.13, 1 [643] = -2.47, p = 0.01).

In order to create a better understanding of the moderating
effect of PsyCap on the relationship between authentic
leadership and work engagement, simple slopes for different
levels of PsyCap were investigated. The different PsyCap
levels present the mean and plus or minus one standard
deviation from the mean. For ease of reference, these
categories will be called ‘low PsyCap” (mean minus one SD),
‘average PsyCap’ (mean) and ‘high PsyCap’ (mean plus one
SD). These slopes are presented in Table 3.

From the analysis of the conditional effects of authentic
leadership on work engagement at low, average and high
levels of PsyCap, it becomes apparent that the effect of
PsyCap on the relationship between authentic leadership
and work engagement is statistically significant for the low
PsyCap (b =0.19, t [643] = 4.69, p = 0.00) and average PsyCap
(b=0.12, 1 [643] = 4.04, p = 0.00) groups. However, there is no
statistically significant relationship between authentic
leadership and work engagement for the high PsyCap group
(b=0.06,¢[643] =1.42, p = 0.16). In other words, every unit of
authentic leadership provides an increase of 0.19 in work
engagement for those with low PsyCap levels and an increase
of 0.12 for those with average PsyCap levels. It therefore
seems that the impact of authentic leadership on work
engagement decreases as the level of PsyCap increase.

Discussion

Although no other studies have reported on the mediating
role of PsyCap between authentic leadership and work
engagement, PsyCap has been found to mediate the
relationship between authentic leadership and performance
(Wang, Sui, Luthans, Wang, & Wu, 2014). Avey et al. (2008)
stated that employees with higher levels of PsyCap tend to
proactively facilitate positive changes in the organisation.

http://www.sajhrm.co.za . Open Access

Therefore, it seems that PsyCap is important in facilitating
the impact of a positive organisational context on desired
workplace outcomes.

Authentic leadership does have a direct influence on work
engagement. However, this influence is increased as a result
of the medjiating role of PsyCap. In practical terms this means
that an individual’s perception of the authentic leadership
behaviours of their leader will influence their level of work
engagement. If this individual also has high levels of PsyCap,
they may interpret their leader’s behaviour more positively.
Therefore, there will be an increased influence of such
leadership behaviour on their work engagement.

Considering the results of the moderating effect of PsyCap
on the relationship between authentic leadership and work
engagement found in the present sample, it becomes evident
that as the PsyCap levels of respondents increase, the
influence of the leader’s behaviour on the respondent’s level
of work engagement becomes less important. Wang et al.
(2014) found that a higher level of performance was achieved
when a lack of PsyCap was complemented with high levels of
authentic leadership. Similar to the findings of the present
study, Wang et al. (2014) conclude that the impact or need for
authentic leadership is decreased when the employee
already has a high level of PsyCap. Wang et al. (2014) stated
that PsyCap may have a complementary role to leadership
rather than a supplementary role. The supplementary
role is the more common approach to leadership where a
leader’s influence is enhanced by followers’ characteristics.
Complementary congruity theory (Kiesler, 1983) suggests
that leaders and followers coordinate their actions by one
party acting dominant and the other then being expected to
be submissive (and thus, the leader might not always be the
dominant party). Following the thinking of complementary
congruity and the classical substitutes for leadership theory,
Wang et al. (2014) speculates that follower PsyCap could be
viewed as a substitute for authentic leadership.

Practical implications

The results of the present study indicate that PsyCap
explains the biggest unique proportion of the variance in
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work engagement. Hence, for organisations trying to
improve the levels of employee work engagement and
decrease dependence on leadership intervention, PsyCap
development may prove useful. Specifically, individuals
with a high level of PsyCap rely on their own PsyCap rather
than the authentic behaviours of their leaders in order to
improve their work engagement. Therefore, human resource
professionals could provide PsyCap training and micro-
interventions that could impact the level of work
engagement in a positive manner. Development activities
such as the Psychological Capital Intervention (Luthans et
al., 2007; Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017) could be used as
short training sessions. The content could include activities
such as goal-setting, generating pathways and options to
attain the set goals, considering possible obstacles to
attainment of the goal, sharing the goal with other
participants and being encouraged through their feedback,
and reflection on past successes and stressors to build
resilience. Individual coaching and mentoring would also
be a viable method to develop PsyCap (Luthans et al., 2007).
Novel techniques such as video games and gamification
techniques also show promise for the development of
PsyCap (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan, 2017).

Limitations and recommendations

With regard to methodological choices for future research, it
is suggested that longitudinal studies should be conducted to
determine the relationships between the variables over time.
One of the characteristics of PsyCap and work engagement is
that both are state-like in nature. Even though both variables
have been shown to be stable over a period of time,
longitudinal research is needed to determine whether there is
also stability in the relationships between the variables.
Allesandri et al. (2018) reported that more than two waves of
data may be needed to improve the helpfulness of the
findings.

Furthermore, hierarchical levels of analysis can also be
utilised. This could include studying the leadership impact
on work engagement by utilising nested models that would
measure the impact of a specific leader’s behaviour on the
work engagement of employees. Moreover, studying the
psychometric variables at the group and organisational levels
can also offer valuable insights to understanding positive
employee behaviour in the workplace.

In addition, the definition of authentic leadership (Luthans
& Avolio, 2003) indicates that authentic leadership draws
from a highly developed organisational context. This
context includes the organisation’s vision, strategy and
culture, which act as antecedents of authentic leadership
development on organisations. In the case where the
organisational culture is negative, with abusive leadership
and dominant organisational politics, authentic leadership is
unlikely to develop and thrive (Luthans & Youssef-Morgan,
2017). Thus, the influence of the organisational context
should be considered in future studies on authentic
leadership.
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Conclusion

In the present study, the role of PsyCap in the relationship
between authentic leadership and work engagement was
explored. PsyCap explained alarge proportion of the variance
in work engagement for all employees. For individuals with
high levels of PsyCap, the authentic leadership behaviours
they perceived in their leader did not have a significant
influence on their levels of work engagement. Thus, the
development of hope, efficacy, resilience and optimism in
employees may be a viable option to improve levels of
employee work engagement.
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