

[image: Cover]



Original Research

The relationship of university student’s proactive behaviour with demands, resources and outcomes

Charlize du Toit1,[image: symbol] and Karina Mostert1,*,[image: symbol]

1Department of Management Cybernetics, Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences, North-West University, Potchefstroom, South Africa

Abstract

Orientation: This study investigated the presence and significance of the relationships between proactive behaviour towards strengths use (PBSU) and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement (PBDI) and study demands, study resources and important student outcomes.

Research purpose: To determine how students’ PBSU and PBDI relate to study demands, study resources, and student outcomes.

Motivation for the study: This study aims to provide universities with insights into how study demands and resources affect students’ proactive behaviour to use their strengths and deficits, as well as the impact of these behaviours on student outcomes.

Research approach/design and method: This study used a cross-sectional quantitative research approach with 511 participants from three campuses in a South African university. Correlation coefficients were calculated, and structural equation modelling was used to examine regression weights in the structural model.

Main findings: PBSU and PBDI showed significant relationships with most study-related demands, resources, and outcomes. Overall, strengths use was stronger related to pace and amount of work, cognitive demands and family support, whereas deficit improvement had a stronger relationship with lecturer support, life satisfaction, satisfaction with studies and intention to drop out.

Practical/managerial implications: Knowledge of the relationship between PBSU and PBDI and important student variables may aid HEIs in incorporating these behaviours into student support initiatives as a strategic imperative to enhance student success and graduate employability.

Contribution/value-add: This study contributes to limited research on PBSU and PBDI among first-year students in South African universities and the Human Resource Management field in general.
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Introduction

Quality higher education is paramount in South Africa (Tewari & Ilesanmi, 2020). The effectiveness of the higher education sector plays a crucial role in the South African economy, especially by equipping graduates and future employees to overcome the skills shortage gap, increase workforce productivity and ultimately enhance the innovative capacity of the South African economy (Fisher & Scott, 2011; Tewari & Ilesanmi, 2020). While universities have developed a variety of initiatives to support student success, such as induction and orientation programmes (Combrink & Oosthuizen, 2020), and non-academic services, such as health services, student counselling and development, and career guidance (Nyar, 2019), the goal of such initiatives is often aimed at attaining academic success (Nyar & Meyers, 2018).

Higher education institutions (HEIs), however, should also equip students with the necessary skills to overcome challenges in the university setting and meet the demands of the labour market (Mtawa et al., 2021). Indeed, Le Roux (2018) recently emphasised the significance of implementing coaching among working postgraduate students to navigate conflicting roles and achieve student success. They further emphasised the importance of fostering self-reflection and problem-solving skills among students to manage work and study roles and increase well-being. To further support student success and increase students’ employability, HEIs may include the development of proactive behaviours in students as part of such initiatives.

Proactivity is regarded as a significant predictor of success (Geertshuis et al., 2014) and has evolved into a critical employability characteristic that graduates and future employees must possess (Lin et al., 2014). Proactive behaviour is the ‘extent to which individuals engage in self-starting, future-oriented behaviour to change their work situations, their work roles, or themselves’ (Griffin et al., 2007, p. 332). It is a form of extra-role behaviour that is motivated, anticipatory and change-oriented (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2012).

In line with the positive psychology and strengths-based movement, there was an overwhelming shift in the literature to primarily focus on strengths, neglecting the value of a balanced approach to enhance the well-being and functioning of individuals through both encouraging strengths use and facilitation of deficit improvement (Linley et al., 2006; Wong & Roy, 2018). To address this imbalance, Van Woerkom et al. (2016b) developed two individual types of proactive behaviour as part of a broader taxonomy – proactive behaviour towards strengths use (PBSU) and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement (PBDI), thereby viewing strengths use and deficit improvement as equally important constructs. Proactive behaviour towards strengths use refers to employees’ self-starting behaviours to utilise their strengths in the workplace, while PBDI relates to employees taking the initiative to develop their weaknesses and/or deficits at work (Van Woerkom et al., 2016b). However, it is unclear in the literature if there is a difference in the relationships between PBSU and PBDI with antecedents and outcomes – i.e. there is no specific evidence that PBSU will have a stronger and more positive relationship with important antecedents and outcomes compared to PBDI in the student context.

Only a few studies that researched the constructs of PBSU and PBDI could be found in the literature. For example, Van Woerkom et al. (2016b) showed that PBSU is related to work performance, while PBDI is not. Both PBSU and PBDI were positively related to work engagement, job satisfaction and learning in a study by Els et al. (2018). Els et al. (2018) also show that employees’ perceived organisational support and work engagement are related to both strengths use and deficit improvement at work. In the student context, Stander et al. (2015) found only PBSU to be significantly associated with life satisfaction, while both PBSU and PBDI were associated with students’ levels of hope and efficacy. Mostert et al. (2017) found that both PBSU and PBDI are significantly related to student engagement, burnout and life satisfaction.

Based on the existing literature, it is evident that PBSU and PBDI are significantly related to essential antecedents and outcomes, but that they could have distinct relationships with various antecedents and outcomes, with varying degrees of influence. As a result, it is critical to investigate how strengths and deficit improvement relate to important antecedents and outcomes in the student context, and to examine if and how these relationships differ.

To investigate the relationships of PBSU and PBDI with different antecedents and outcomes, this study will use the job demands-resources (JD-R) model as theoretical framework. The JD-R model has proven effective and comprehensive for exploring and explaining the relationships between work-related well-being and its antecedents and outcomes (for a review, see Bakker et al., 2023). The flexibility and underlying assumptions of JD-R theory can also be applied to the student and university context (Lesener et al., 2020; Salanova et al., 2010) and be useful in explaining the relationships between PBSU and PBDI.

As proposed by JD-R theory, antecedents of well-being are composed of two separate constructs: job demands and job resources (for review, see Bakker et al., 2023). Job demands and resources are regarded as antecedents that influence employees’ work-related well-being and, as a result, employee outcomes, such as performance, job satisfaction and intention to leave. In addition, Bakker et al. (2023) highlight that proactive behaviour can directly influence the stress-provoking and motivational processes outlined in JD-R theory by enabling employees to optimise their job demands and resources.

In the present study, study demands will include pace and amount of work and cognitive demands, both of which are well-established indicators of academic stress influencing important student outcomes. Indeed, pace and amount of work and cognitive demands have been shown to decrease student engagement (Cilliers et al., 2018). A recent study by Jagodics and Szabó (2022) also found that workload strongly relates to burnout among students. The relationship of these demands has been widely studied and is known to significantly influence students’ well-being, academic motivation and intention to drop out, among other essential student outcomes (Atalay et al., 2016; Bowyer, 2012).

In terms of resources, the current study includes lecturer, family and friend support because these variables represent distinct sources of social support that students commonly rely on during their academic journeys (Mostert & Pienaar, 2020; Motsabi et al., 2020). Support received from lecturers, family and friends influences students’ ability to deal with the challenges of university life and reduces the stress they experience (Mackinnon, 2012). Indeed, social support has been shown to play an essential role in academic student success in higher education (Mishra, 2020) and moderates certain relationships between burnout, intention to drop out and study satisfaction (Mostert & Pienaar, 2020).

Finally, this study includes life satisfaction, satisfaction with studies and intention to drop out as outcome variables. These variables represent key aspects of students’ well-being and academic success (Antaramian, 2017). Life satisfaction serves as a holistic measure of overall well-being (Diener et al., 1985), while satisfaction with studies directly assesses students’ contentment with their educational experiences (Duque, 2014). Indeed, satisfaction with studies has been shown to positively predict students’ intention to persist with their study course (Van Rooij et al., 2017). Intention to drop out is an important outcome reflecting students’ persistence and motivation to complete their degree (Brubacher & Silinda, 2019). However, it has emerged as one of the most pressing concerns for HEIs worldwide, as intention to drop out is strongly associated and predictive of actual dropout rates (Bernardo et al., 2022; Morelli et al., 2022). As a result, HEIs must understand the factors influencing intention to drop out, to identify students who intend to drop out and intervene proactively before students actually leave the university.

This study aims to investigate how PBSU and PBDI relate to study demands (pace and amount of work and cognitive demands), resources (lecturer, family and friend support) and outcomes (life satisfaction, satisfaction with studies and intention to drop out) in the student and university context. Such findings could provide HEIs and other relevant stakeholders with valuable insights into factors enabling, improving or influencing PBSU and PBDI in a student context. These findings may also help universities better support student success and lead to targeted skill development, allowing qualified graduates to enter the labour market.

Literature review

Proactive behaviour towards strengths use and deficit improvement

Originally, a taxonomy of strengths and deficits was developed to measure these constructs in the organisational context (Van Woerkom et al., 2016b). However, the constructs of PBSU and PBDI are valuable to apply in the university context. Students must be able to identify, use and understand how to develop their strengths and deficits as a proactive strategy to overcome challenges during their first year (Clark, 2005), attain academic success and prepare for the world of work.

Strengths-based interventions, in particular, have been shown to increase well-being, optimism and resilience (Seligman et al., 2005), which may help students remain optimistic about their studies and persevere despite setbacks. Strengths-based development has also improved performance in higher education (Mason, 2019). Moreover, students who use their strengths may be able to improve their overall well-being, develop problem-solving skills and strengthen their social engagement (Nyar & Meyers, 2018; Scott, 2018), which may result in increased student success. Therefore, in the student context, strengths use can be defined as the initiative students may take to use their strengths in their study environment (Mostert et al., 2017). This can encompass a diverse range of behaviours and actions, including harnessing one’s social intelligence to collaborate better with peers on group projects or tapping into their innate strengths of hope and perseverance to overcome academic challenges (Wagner & Ruch, 2022).

While strengths can help students navigate the university environment, Linley and Harrington (2006) argue that students may naturally desire to develop their abilities and become their best version. As a result, some students may be more inclined to participate in opportunities to improve their areas of weakness, especially those with a mastery goal orientation (Kaplan & Maehr, 2007). Furthermore, Clark (2005) found that to succeed academically, students developed proactive strategies to overcome obstacles, particularly personal deficiencies. As a result, students may seek ways to improve their weaknesses in critical areas that affect their ability to succeed (Clark, 2005). Therefore, deficit improvement among students can be defined as actively seeking opportunities to improve one’s developmental areas or deficits related to one’s study environment (Mostert et al., 2017). This may entail behaviours such as refining one’s time management skills or deliberately seeking additional support and resources from lecturers or peers to assist in understanding a complex subject matter. Based on the preceding discussion, it could be argued that initiatives aimed at deficit improvement are just as important in assisting students in navigating the university environment and achieving academic success.

The job demands-resources model

The JD-R model proposes that regardless of an individual’s occupational context, job-related characteristics can be classified into two broad categories: job demands and job resources (Bakker et al., 2023). These two constructs serve as antecedents influencing employees’ work-related well-being and, as a result, employee outcomes, such as performance. Job demands are associated with specific physical and psychological costs as they refer to certain physical, social, psychological or organisational aspects of a job that require individuals to exert sustained physical or cognitive effort, often de-energising employees (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). On the other hand, job resources refer to a job’s physical, psychological and organisational aspects that enable individuals to accomplish their work goals, reduce job demands and promote growth across individual and corporate spectrums (Xanthopoulou et al., 2009). Job resources stimulate a motivational process in employees (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017), resulting in positive outcomes such as work engagement, well-being and performance (Hakanen et al., 2008).

Equivalently, it can be valuable to classify aspects related to the student and university context into two similar categories: study demands and study resources. Studying can be viewed as a form of work not only from a psychological perspective (Salanova et al., 2010) but also from a practical perspective. Cilliers et al. (2018) reaffirm this by pointing out that students engage in structured, mandatory activities similar to those of employees, including punctual attendance in class and the timely submission of assignments. Whether academic or non-academic, demands such as pace and amount of work and cognitive demands have been shown to deplete students’ energy levels, decrease student engagement (Cilliers et al., 2018) and increase stress – impacting student well-being and life satisfaction (Lesener et al., 2020; Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014). Study resources, on the other hand, may facilitate the motivational process in students (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Study resources such as lecturer and peer support have been shown to improve first-year students’ well-being, life satisfaction and engagement, which leads to increased graduate throughput and academic success (Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014).

According to Bakker et al. (2023), proactive behaviour may enable employees to optimise job demands and resources. Proactive behaviour has been shown to directly influence stress-provoking and motivational processes, as postulated in the JD-R model, by influencing important employee outcomes. Parker et al. (2019) contend that job demands can motivate employees to be proactive. Indeed, Tims et al. (2013) confirm that proactive behaviour increases job resources over time, predicting increased work engagement and job satisfaction. Proactive behaviour towards strengths use, in particular, has been shown to reduce employee stress (Proctor et al., 2011) and, as a result, burnout. Proactive behaviour towards strengths use and PBDI have been shown to increase employee engagement (Botha & Mostert, 2014) – a vital outcome of the JD-R model’s motivational process.

Similarly, students can engage in PBSU and PBDI to directly influence and self-regulate the stress-provoking and motivational process in the university context. Indeed, Bakker et al. (2015) confirm the usefulness of the motivational process in the academic context.

The relationship of proactive behaviour towards strengths use and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement with study demands and resources

Numerous studies have demonstrated that study demands (e.g. pace and amount of work, cognitive demands [Cilliers et al., 2018]) are inevitable for all students in a higher education setting (Jagodics & Szabò, 2022). In line with Bakker and Demerouti’s (2017, 2018) argument, these unavoidable demands may allow students to proactively develop their deficits and use their strengths to optimise or constructively cope with them. Moreover, students must access proper study resources to cope with and potentially optimise study demands.

Mudhovozi (2011) affirms that students are inclined to view demands as a positive challenge rather than a hindrance when they perceive their study resources as adequate. Study resources can help students deal with demands and include support from lecturers, family, friends and developmental opportunities (Cilliers et al., 2018). According to Bowers and Lopez (2010), strengths can help students better navigate and utilise available resources to cope with university demands. Adequate resources may, in turn, increase motivation (Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014) and positively affect students’ experience (Bowers & Lopez, 2010). Furthermore, study resources have been shown to improve student engagement (Mostert et al., 2017), which may increase students’ orientation to engage in PBSU and PBDI, supporting Bakker and Demerouti’s (2018) argument that engaged employees are more likely to act proactively. As a result, it is argued that adequate study resources may enhance students’ PBSU and PBDI when confronted with challenging study demands.

The following hypotheses were developed in terms of study demands and resources and PBSU and PBDI:


H1a: A negative relationship exists between students’ study demands and proactive behaviour towards strengths use (PBSU) and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement (PBDI).

H1b: A positive relationship exists between students’ study resources and proactive behaviour towards strengths use (PBSU) and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement (PBDI).



The relationship of proactive behaviour towards strengths use and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement with student outcomes

Literature shows that strengths use leads to critical organisational outcomes, including job satisfaction (Heintz & Ruch, 2020), reduced absenteeism and intention to leave (Mahomed & Rothmann, 2019; Van Woerkom et al., 2016a). Moreover, actively employing one’s strengths at work provides meaning for individuals, leading to increased career and life satisfaction (Littman-Ovadia & Steger, 2010). Commitment to deficit improvement has been linked to various organisational outcomes such as reduced intention to leave (Mahomed & Rothmann, 2019), increased retention of employees (Lee & Bruvold, 2003) and increased organisational commitment (Tansky & Cohen, 2001).

In addition to work-related outcomes, strengths use and deficit improvement have influenced various individual outcomes. Research indicates that students’ level of satisfaction with their studies is significantly linked to student success – as high levels of satisfaction can support student adjustment, lead to academic achievement (Allan et al., 2021), student retention, and stimulate students to make changes in their learning environment by identifying their weaknesses and strengths (Wiers-Jenssen et al., 2002). Therefore, PBSU and PBDI can assist students in making changes in their educational environment and adjusting to achieve study satisfaction and academic success. A critical factor in the development of study satisfaction is using one’s strengths (Louis & Lopez, 2014), which has recently been shown to increase students’ satisfaction with their studies (Allan et al., 2021).

Proactive behaviour towards strengths use and PBDI were also positively associated with students’ life satisfaction (Mostert et al., 2017). Recent studies have shown that higher levels of life satisfaction are linked with greater study resilience, while academic satisfaction (e.g. satisfaction with studies) is associated with higher academic self-efficacy (Casali et al., 2023). These findings suggest that providing students with opportunities to use their strengths and improve their deficits can increase their life satisfaction and satisfaction with studies and promote the development of resilience and academic self-efficacy, which may reduce their intention to drop out.

The following hypotheses were developed in terms of PBSU and PBDI and student outcomes:


H2a: A positive relationship exists between students’ proactive behaviour towards strengths use (PBSU) and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement (PBDI) and life satisfaction.

H2b: A positive relationship exists between students’ proactive behaviour towards strengths use (PBSU) and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement (PBDI) and satisfaction with studies.

H2c: A negative relationship exists between students’ proactive behaviour towards strengths use (PBSU) and proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement (PBDI) and intention to drop out.



Relationship between antecedents and outcomes

Various scholars have extensively explored and proved the relationships between study demands and resources, and a range of outcomes including life satisfaction, satisfaction with studies and intention to drop out. Notably, Mokgele and Rothmann (2014) found that the availability of sufficient study resources is positively correlated with students’ well-being and life satisfaction, while the absence of resources in conjunction with high demands often leads to student burnout and psychological distress. Furthermore, having access to resources can significantly contribute to student academic achievement, subsequently enhancing university students’ overall success rates (Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014). Additionally, Mostert et al. (2017) demonstrate the moderating role of social support, including parental support, in influencing the relationships between burnout, intention to drop out and satisfaction with studies. Because this study focuses on the specific relationships between PBSU and PBDI with study demands and study resources, the present study will report in the results section on the relationships between antecedents and outcomes but will not discuss these relationships in depth.

Research design

Research participants

The target population for the present study was first-year university students enrolled across three campuses at a South African HEI. The sample consisted of 511 research participants, of which 32 (6%) were 18 years of age, 296 (53%) were 19 years of age, 105 (21%) were 20 years of age, and 86 (17%) were between 21 and 23 years of age. Regarding race, most (59%) were black students, followed by 192 (38%) white students. Fifty-one percent of the students in the sample were enrolled at campus 2, followed by 31% at campus 1, while campus 3 accounted for the remaining 18%. Regarding gender, most participants were female (58%), while 202 (38%) were male.

Measuring instruments

In addition to a biographical questionnaire, the present study made use of the following measuring instruments:

Study demands

An adapted version of the Questionnaire on the Experience and Evaluation of Work (QEEW), also known as Vragenlijst Beleving en Beoordeling van de Arbeid (VBBA) (Van Veldhoven et al., 1997) was utilised to measure study demands in this study. The questionnaire included five items for pace and amount of work (e.g. ‘How often do you have to work extra hard to complete something?’). Six items were included for cognitive demands (e.g. ‘How often do you feel that you have to remember too many things in your studies?’). Participants’ responses were measured using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (almost never) to 3 (almost always). Luruli et al. (2020) confirmed the measure’s internal consistency, obtaining Cronbach’s alpha coefficients above 0.80.

Study resources

Scales based on the adapted version of the questionnaire on the Experience and Assessment of Work (VBBA) (Van Veldhoven et al., 1997) were used to measure study resources. Study resources measured included:

Lecturer support: To measure whether lecturers provided sufficient support to students three items were used (e.g. ‘I receive help from my lecturers when difficulties in my course arise’).

Family support: This item refers to students’ family support systems when they encountered difficulties in their lives and studies and was measured with three items (e.g. ‘If necessary, can you ask your family for help?’).

Friend support: Friend support refers to the support students receive from their friends during their studies. This was measured with five items (e.g. ‘Do your friends support you?’).

Item responses were measured on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (almost never) to 3 (almost always).

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients on this instrument have shown reliable internal consistencies in a student context (α > 0.80) (Luruli et al., 2020).

Strengths use and deficit improvement

The PBSU scale and the PBDI scale of the Strengths Use and Deficit Correction (SUDCO) questionnaire (Van Woerkom et al., 2016b) were used to measure PBSU and PBDI in the student context. Five items from each sub-scale that best represented the student context were chosen. The proactive strengths use behaviour sub-scale included items such as ‘In my studies, I use my strengths proactively’, whereas the deficit correction sub-scale included items such as ‘In my studies, I make an effort to improve my areas of development’. Responses were scored on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (always). Mostert et al. (2017) found these scales to be reliable in a student context, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of 0.84 for strengths use and 0.84 for deficit improvement.

Life satisfaction

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) developed by Diener et al. (1985) was utilised to measure life satisfaction. The instrument for this study included five items reflecting on students’ life satisfaction (e.g. ‘So far, I have gotten the important things I want in life’). A 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) was used to score all items. The SWLS has shown reliability in the student context, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.83 (Van Rensburg & Mostert, 2023).

Satisfaction with studies

Based on the work-related scales developed by Hellgren et al. (1997), students’ satisfaction with their studies was measured through adapted self-developed items to fit the student context. The scale included four items to measure satisfaction with studies (e.g. ‘I am satisfied with my studies’). All items were scored on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Mostert et al. (2023) have found this measure to be reliable in the student context, with a Cronbach’s coefficient of 0.85.

Intention to drop out

Based on the original work-related Turnover Intention Scale (TIS) developed by Sjöberg and Sverke (2000), an adapted questionnaire was developed to measure students’ intention to drop out in the student context. Mostert et al. (2023) recently validated the use of this instrument in the student context. Three items were used to measure students’ intention to drop out (e.g. ‘I want to quit my studies’). A 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) was used to score items. In terms of reliability, this measure has a Cronbach’s alpha score of 0.90 (Mostert et al., 2023).

Ethical considerations

Permission was granted to collect data from first-year students through a web-based survey conducted as part of a larger research project by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Economic and Management Sciences (EC-EMS); reference number N W U – HS – 2 0 1 4 – 0 1 6 5-A4. Before data collection, formal permission was obtained from the university to conduct research across three campuses. A web-based survey was distributed via email and the university’s electronic information system, with information about the study’s objectives and purpose. It was also emphasised that participation in the study is strictly voluntary and that participants’ confidentiality and anonymity will always be respected. Participants were reminded to complete the survey two weeks after initial access.

Statistical analysis

The measurement model in this study was examined using the statistical modelling programme Mplus 8.6 (Muthén & Muthén, 2021). The maximum likelihood (ML) estimator using the covariance matrix as input was employed to assess the model’s goodness of fit (Muthén & Muthén, 2021). The following fit indices were used: χ2 statistic, comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis index (TLI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), comparative fit index (CFI), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). A good model fit is indicated by CFI and TLI values greater than 0.90 (Byrne, 2010) and a well-fitting model by values greater than 0.95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). A value of 0.05 or less for RMSEA indicated a close and/or good fit, whereas values between 0.05 and 0.08 suggested a good model fit (Byrne, 2010). The cutoff point for SRMR in the present study was set at 0.05 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Notably, these cutoff values should be regarded as mere guidelines because scholars have little consensus on values for adequate fit (Lance et al., 2006).

The study further assessed the reliability of variables using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. Values above 0.70 indicated acceptable internal consistency (Bryman, 2012). Pearson’s product-moment correlation was employed to examine the strength and direction of relationships between variables. Statistical significance was set at the 95% confidence interval (p ≤ 0.05), with a practical significance of correlation coefficients at r ≥ 0.30 (medium effect) and r ≥ 0.50 (large effect) (Cohen, 1988). Finally, a structural model was tested, including study demands (pace and amount of work, cognitive demands), study resources (lecturer, family and friend support), PBSU and PBDI, and outcomes (life satisfaction, satisfaction with studies and intention to drop out). Figure 1 depicts the model that was tested.
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Results

Descriptive statistics and product-moment correlations

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients and correlations between the latent variables, while the structural model’s regression results are reported in Table 2.
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It is evident from the results that the majority of antecedents and outcomes were statistically significant and correlated with strengths use and deficit improvement. In terms of study demands, it seems that the strongest relationship was between strengths use and cognitive demands (r = -0.21). However, in terms of study resources, the strongest relationship was between deficit improvement and lecturer support (r = 0.26). With regards to outcomes, the strongest relationship was between strengths use and satisfaction with studies (r = 0.42). Furthermore, Table 1 indicates that the measuring instruments were reliable, with all scales’ Cronbach’s alpha coefficients greater than 0.70.

Structural equation model

The fit of the structural model was found to be satisfactory (CFI = 0.90; TLI = 0.89; RMSEA = 0.04; SRMR = 0.06). Most relationships between PBSU and PBDI, antecedents and outcomes were statistically significant, as seen in Table 2. However, the following relationships were insignificant: pace and amount of work, cognitive demands and family support were not associated with deficit improvement, while friend support had no significant relationship with either strengths use or deficit improvement. Furthermore, strengths use has no significant relationship with life satisfaction or intention to drop out. Overall, strengths use was much stronger related to pace and amount of work, cognitive demands and family support, with the strongest relationship being between cognitive demands and strengths use (r = -0.29). In contrast, deficit improvement was stronger related to lecturer support, life satisfaction, satisfaction with studies and intention to drop out, with the strongest relationship being tied between deficit improvement and satisfaction with studies (r = 0.22) and deficit improvement intention to drop out (r = -0.22).

Discussion

This study aimed to investigate how PBSU and PBDI relate to study demands (pace and amount of work and cognitive demands), resources (lecturer, family and friend support) and outcomes (life satisfaction, satisfaction with studies and intention to drop out) in the student and university context. In essence, the findings of this study showed that study demands and resources had a stronger relationship with PBSU than PBDI, except for one resource, lecturer support, which was significantly associated with PBDI. On the other hand, the results showed that PBDI has a more substantial relationship with essential student outcomes compared to PBSU, providing evidence for the variation in the strength of relationships between these variables.

Regarding strengths use and study demands, the findings indicate that students’ study demands are significantly associated with PBSU. Specifically, it was found that cognitive demands have a negative relationship with strengths use. Based on these findings, it can be argued that cognitive demands may inhibit students’ proclivity to use their strengths in their study environment. These findings align with Wu and Parker (2013), who found that specific job characteristics (e.g. cognitive demands) are situational factors that can inhibit an individual’s proactivity. However, one study demand in particular – pace and amount of work – had a positive relationship with PBSU. The pace and amount students are exposed to seems to be a challenging demand rather than a hindrance, increasing students’ proclivity to use their strengths. Indeed, research has found that specific job demands or job stressors, such as time constraints, can promote proactive behaviour (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017, 2018; Parker et al., 2019). It can also be argued that students can experience specific demands as challenging rather than hindering, in this case, when they can use their strengths to overcome these challenges (Mudhovozi, 2011).

Contrary to expectations, no significant relationship was found between deficit improvement and study demands. However, the energetic process (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017) could be used to explain this finding, as it highlights the impact of increased demands in the absence of adequate resources, which can lead to exhaustion. Indeed, Mokgele and Rothmann (2014) emphasise that when exhaustion is combined with increased demands, students must exert extra effort to maintain their academic performance, resulting in a ‘loss spiral’ (Hobfoll, 1989), hindering students’ ability to recover from the negative effects of demands. Furthermore, such loss spirals frequently result in investment failure, and students may reduce their intentional efforts to conserve energy and cope with stress (Hobfoll, 1989). As a result, students may be less likely to engage in extracurricular activities, such as opportunities for personal development such as engaging in proactive behaviour to develop their deficits.

Regarding strengths use and resources, it was found that lecturer support and family support positively affected PBSU. Based on the results, it is argued that adequate resources, such as strong family and lecturer support, may improve students’ inclination to use their strengths proactively. These findings align with the Conservation of Resources Theory (COR), which states that individuals are inherently driven to acquire resources and more motivated to do so when demands are low (Hobfoll, 1989). Consequently, when students perceive support from their lecturers and peers, they become more motivated to harness their personal strengths, viewing them as valuable resources to enrich their overall resource pool. This process is consistent with the concept of ‘gain spirals’ described by Hobfoll (1989). These findings are further consistent with those of Bowers and Lopez (2010), who found that students better utilise available resources and cope with university demands when using their strengths. In turn, adequate resources may increase the motivation students experience (Bowers & Lopez, 2010), increasing their proclivity to engage in PBSU. These findings can be attributed to the fact that students with social support show higher levels of self-esteem and are, therefore, able to excel academically (Li et al., 2018).

Regarding deficit improvement and study resources, it was found that lecturer support has a positive relationship with PBDI. These results are consistent with those of Els et al. (2018), who found organisational support to predict deficit improvement in the organisational context. Similarly, Kuh (2009) demonstrates that support from academic staff, in the form of guidance and feedback, can assist students in identifying and addressing academic deficits. Lecturer support has also been shown to increase students’ levels of motivation (Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014) and positive emotions (e.g. hope [Lei et al., 2018]), which may increase their proclivity to engage in developmental opportunities.

With regards to the relationship between PBSU and PBDI with outcomes, the findings further showed that strengths use was not significantly related to most outcomes included in this study, except for the positive relationship with satisfaction with studies. This result is consistent with the findings of Allan et al. (2021), who found that using strengths increases study satisfaction. Louis and Lopez (2014) also contend that strengths use is key to developing study satisfaction. Furthermore, Linley and Harrington (2006) assert that enabling employees to utilise their strengths at work stimulates positive states for employees, consequently increasing their feelings of self-competence and motivation and may lead to employees feeling more enthusiastic and satisfied with their job. In line with the basic assumptions of positive emotions in the broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001), these positive states may encourage employees to engage in and exhibit innovative work behaviours, benefiting the organisation.

However, contrary to expectations, no significant relationship was found between strengths use and life satisfaction or intention to drop out. While some studies have indeed shown a positive relationship between strengths use and life satisfaction (McTiernan et al., 2020), scholars emphasise the importance of both the positive (e.g. strengths) and negative (e.g. deficits) as integral components of living fulfilling life (Wong & Roy, 2018). As a result, strengths as a singular variable may not be associated with life satisfaction, as hypothesised in this study. In addition, research indicates that additional factors, such as self-esteem (Douglass & Duffy, 2015) and self-image (Yoo & Lee, 2022), influence the relationship between strengths use and life satisfaction, especially within the unique context of students.

On the other hand, it appears that deficit improvement had a strong relationship of important student outcomes. Proactive behaviour towards deficit improvement was found to be significantly associated with life satisfaction and satisfaction with studies. As a result, it can be argued that PBDI can help students adapt to their environments to increase their satisfaction with their studies and attain academic success. These findings contradict those of Stander et al. (2015), who recently showed that only PBSU, not PBDI, was a significant predictor of student life satisfaction. In this study, however, no meaningful relationship was found between the use of strengths and life satisfaction. Therefore, it can be argued that providing students with opportunities to develop their deficits may increase their levels of life satisfaction rather than focusing solely on their strengths. Furthermore, commitment to deficit improvement has also been linked to job satisfaction in the organisational context (Lee & Bruvold, 2003). Similarly, the findings show that deficit improvement has a positive relationship with students’ satisfaction with their studies. As a result, it is argued that when students are able to improve their deficits and see progress in their academic performance, they may feel a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction, which can improve their overall satisfaction with their studies.

In addition, PBDI had a negative relationship with students’ intention to drop out. The findings of this study are supported by those of Stander et al. (2015), who found PBDI to predict first-year students’ levels of self-efficacy and feelings of hope that may significantly impact students’ perceptions of their ability to succeed academically. As a result, it is argued that increased feelings of hope and self-efficacy may decrease students’ intention to drop out.

While the strength of relationships varies across variables, it is evident that both PBSU and PBDI are significantly related to important student antecedents and outcomes. Therefore, it is recommended that HEIs adopt a balanced approach when designing student initiatives, where both PBSU and PBDI are equally integrated. This approach may assist students to better cope with demands, leverage resources and promote their well-being in the university setting while also equipping them with essential skills for their future careers.

Limitations and recommendations

The present study is not without limitations. As a result of using a cross-sectional research design, the study could not investigate causal statements concerning the hypothesised relationships between antecedents, PBSU, PBDI and meaningful student outcomes. Future researchers should use a longitudinal research design to reach more refined conclusions about the relationship between PBSU and PBDI, antecedents and essential student outcomes (Govindji & Linley, 2007). Furthermore, while it is true that our paper alludes to the possibility of mediation, our main objective was to determine how students’ proactive behaviour relates to study demands, study resources and student outcomes. The authors recommend that future studies explore mediation effects to gain a deeper understanding of the underlying mechanisms at play. In addition, it should be noted that the structural model tested included only a subset of study demands, study resources and student outcomes. As recently proposed by Bakker et al. (2023), this limited set of variables may not fully capture the complexity of demands and resources that individuals may face. Therefore, future researchers should consider broadening the study’s scope to include a more representative range of student variables to understand better and validate the importance of PBSU and PBDI in the context of student well-being and success.

Furthermore, the study included participants from only one South African public HEI. Replicating and expanding the study to various tertiary institutions across the country could contribute to the literature on strengths use and deficit improvement in a student context. The present study focused solely on first-year university students at a South African HEI. Therefore, it is recommended that future researchers expand the study to include a more diverse range of participants to generalise the findings. A self-report online questionnaire was used, requiring participants to complete the questionnaire independently. Future researchers may, however, incorporate additional data collection methods to overcome social desirability and response bias (Demetriou et al., 2015).

Practical implications

Student support initiatives play a crucial role in the development of PBSU and PBDI, as universities must encourage and enable students to cultivate proactive behaviour. Without providing opportunities for students to learn and enhance these skills, they may remain underutilised (Tymon & Batistic, 2016). The present study offers valuable insights into how PBSU and PBDI relate to various outcomes, which can, in turn, reduce dropout and increase academic success, ensuring more competent graduates enter the labour market. Additionally, the findings highlight how particular study demands and resources can influence students’ efforts to utilise their strengths and develop their deficits proactively. Based on these findings, universities can implement evidence-based strategies to optimise study demands and strengthen study resources to improve student well-being and productivity. Furthermore, integrating the development of PBSU and PBDI into student initiatives can prepare students with essential soft skills needed for the labour market (Majid et al., 2019).

Conclusion

In conclusion, strengths use was much stronger related to pace and amount of work, cognitive demands and family support. In contrast, deficit improvement had a stronger relationship with lecturer support, life satisfaction, satisfaction with studies and intention to drop out. No significant associations were found between PBSU, PBDI and friend support.

Students’ ability to engage in continuous, proactive self-development (e.g. strengths use and deficit improvement) has become critical for success in a turbulent university and career environment (Meyers et al., 2015). The findings of this study highlight the importance of including developmental opportunities aimed at PBSU and PBDI in student development initiatives. The findings provide empirical evidence that both PBSU and PBDI significantly impact various important student variables. By incorporating proactive behaviour into development initiatives, HEIs can play a pivotal role in increasing student success and producing competent graduates, which is crucial for South Africa’s growth and development.
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TABLE 1: Descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients and correlation matrix for the latent variables.

Latent variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Pace and amount of work 267 054 (0.72%) - - = o - B B B .
2. Cognitive demands 235 054 065%  (0.77%) - - - - - - - .
3. Lecturer support 267 0.90 017*  -038%  (0.86%) - - 5 . 5 T .
4. Family support 3.24 0.81 022%  -015%  0.23*  (0.79%) - B ) - . )
5. Friend support 293 076 026%  -021*  027* 028*  (0.87%) - . E s .
6. Strengths use 415 059 0.00 0.21%  0.24* 0.16* 0.06 (0.81%) - - : -
7. Deficit improvement 4.00 0.66 0.06 0.04*  0.26* 0.10% 0.07 067*  (0.84%) - - -
8. Life satisfaction 3.80 0.82 028*  -031*  033* 0.49% 0.46* 0.30% 029%  (0.82%) - .
9. Satisfaction with studies 4.05 078 032¢  -042*  036* 0.25% 0.20% 0.42% 0.39* 057*  (0.81%) -
10. Intention to drop out 1.70 0.90 0.22% 037*  -027% 022  -015%  -014%*  -0.19%  -023*  -0.55%  (0.84%)

Note: p < 0.05 for all values > 0.08; Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients in brackets on the diagonal.

* Statistically significant.
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TABLE 2: Regression results for the structural model.

Regression path B SE P
Relationship between antecedents and outcomes

Pace and amount of work > Life satisfaction -0.04 0.07 0.58
Cognitive demands - Life satisfaction -0.13 0.08 0.12
Lecturer support - Life satisfaction 0.06 0.06 0.32
Family support -> Life satisfaction 0.34* 0.06 0.00
Friend support -> Life satisfaction 0.30% 0.06 0.00
Pace and amount of work > Satisfaction with studies -0.16 0.08 0.06
Cognitive demands -> Satisfaction with studies -0.20* 0.09 0.03
Lecturer support - Satisfaction with studies 0.12% 0.06 0.04
Family support - Satisfaction with studies 0.09 0.05 0.09
Friend support - Satisfaction with studies 0.03 0.05 0.51
Pace and amount of work > Intention to drop out -0.06 0.09 047
Cognitive demands -> Intention to drop out 0.37% 0.09 0.00
Lecturer support - Intention to drop out -0.07 0.06 023
Family support > Intention to drop out 016 006 0.01
Friend support - Intention to drop out -0.01 0.06 081
Effect of study demands and resources on strengths use and deficit improvement
Pace and amount of work - Strengths use 0.24* 0.10 0.01
Pace and amount of work - Deficit improvement 0.13 0.09 0.15
Cognitive demands -> Strengths use -0.29% 0.10  0.00
Cognitive demands -> Deficit improvement -0.01 0.09 0.88
Lecturer support - Strengths use 0.15% 006 0.01
Lecturer support - Deficit improvement 0.26* 0.06 0.00
Family support > Strengths use 0.14* 0.06 0.03
Family support > Deficit improvement 0.06 0.07 037
Friend support - Strengths use -0.02 006 082
Friend support - Deficit improvement 0.02 0.06 076
Effect of strengths use and deficit improvement on student outcomes

Strengths use - Life satisfaction 0.07 0.08 037
Deficit improvement > Life satisfaction 0.17% 0.08 0.04
Strengths use > Satisfaction with studies 0.19% 0.08 0.03
Deficit improvement - Satisfaction with studies 0.22% 0.09 0.01
Strengths use - Intention to drop out 013 0.09 0.15
Deficit improvement - Intention to drop out -0.22* 0.09 0.01

Note: p < 0.05; 6, beta coefficient; S, standard error; p, two-tailed statistical significance.

* Statistically significant relationship.
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FIGURE 1: Antecedents and outcomes of proactive behaviour towards strengths use and deficit improvement for Study 2 (N = 511).

Intention to drop out






OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
g8 AOSIS

SA Journal of
Human Resource Management

http://www.sajhrm.co.za

The relationship of university student’s
proactive behaviour with demands,
resources and outcomes
Charlize du Toit and Karina Mostert
A Journal of Human Resource Management/SA

Tydskrif vir Menslikehulpbronbestuur, 21(0), 22296.
https/doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v21i0.2296






