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Abstract 

Throughout history the discipline of psychology has been dominated by the study of mental 

illness as opposed to mental wellness. The introduction of positive psychology has caused a 

shift from the bias towards mental illness to a focus on psychological wellbeing. The aim of 

positive psychology is to begin to catalyse a change in the focus of psychology from 

preoccupation only with repairing the worst in life to building positive qualities.  This has 

resulted in an increase of studies on positive traits and feelings. In light of this, work 

engagement has become a focus area particularly given that research has shown that 

disengagement or alienation at the workplace is central to the problem of employees’ lack of 

commitment and motivation. It is therefore important to understand why some employees 

stay engaged at work even whilst facing challenges with constant change and why others 

disengage at work. 

 

The objective of this study was to investigate the relationship between three psychological 

conditions namely psychological meaningfulness, psychological safety, and psychological; 

availability; job characteristics; and work engagement. Furthermore, the study sought to 

investigate the mediating effects of psychological conditions on the relationship between 

work engagement and job characteristics. A survey design was used with a questionnaire as a 

data gathering instrument. The sample consisted of 150 employees of a university. 

Descriptive statistics (e.g. mean and standard deviations), Pearson product-moment 

correlation coefficients and multiple regressions were used to analyse the data. 

 

The results showed that psychological meaningfulness was the strongest predictor of work 

engagement and that it fully mediated the relationship between job characteristics (job 

enrichment, work role fit and rewarding co-worker relations). Psychological availability did 
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not predict work engagement but indicated a statistically significant correlation with 

cognitive, emotional and psychical resources. Limitations in this research are identified and 

recommendations are made for future research.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1.Introduction 

The chapter begins with the background to the problem of the study followed by the 

objectives and hypothesis of the study. It also includes a brief overview of the division of 

chapters and is concluded by a summary.  

 

1.2. Background 

Throughout history the discipline of psychology has been dominated by the study of mental 

illness as opposed to mental wellness (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). In a study done 

by Meyers (2000), results showed that fourteen more scientific articles were published on 

negative feelings in psychology as compared to those published on positive feelings.  The 

introduction of positive psychology has caused a shift from the bias towards mental illness to 

a focus on psychological wellbeing (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). The aim of 

positive psychology is to begin to catalyse a change in the focus of psychology from 

preoccupation only with repairing the worst in life to building positive qualities (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). This has led to the increase of studies on positive traits and feelings 

such as resilience (Strumper, 2003); flow (Salanova, Bakker & Llorens, 2006); happiness and 

self-fulfilment (Martin, 2008) in the past years. One of the concepts that researchers have 

gained interest in over the past years is that of work engagement. 

 

Work engagement has become particularly salient over the years given that studies have 

shown that disengagement or alienation at the workplace is central to the problem of 

employees‟ lack of commitment and motivation (Aktouf, 1992). It is therefore important for 

employers to cultivate engagement among their employees to ensure better performance 

especially in today‟s workplace that has changed. The changing world of work has had 
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dramatic changes in the nature of the psychological contract between employees and 

employers (Martin, 2008). Employees are expected to give more in terms of time and effort 

but they receive less in terms of employment security and career advancement (Olivier & 

Rothmann, 2007). According to Kahn (1990), there are three psychological conditions that 

can lead to work engagement and these are psychological meaningfulness, psychological 

safety and psychological availability. He argued that before people engage in their roles they 

ask themselves three questions 1) how meaningful is it for me to engage in this task? 2) Is it 

safe to do so? 3) Am I available to do it? Certain job characteristics such as rewarding co-

worker relations, supportive supervisory relations, and job enrichment can foster 

psychological meaningfulness, safety, and availability (Kahn, 1990). 

 

Worker engagement is very important in institutions of higher learning considering that 

higher education has become important all over the world (Kraak, 2000). In South Africa, 

education has been one of the key focus areas of the post-apartheid government with the aim 

of readdressing inequalities caused by the apartheid regime (Coetzee & Rothmann, 2005). At 

an institutional level this entails the introduction of policies and mechanisms aimed at redress 

at different levels, as well as huge demands in terms of access to education (Kraak, 2000). 

This has resulted in structural changes in the higher education system in South Africa which 

poses various challenges to the management as well as the employees of the institution 

(Coetzee & Rothmann, 2005).  

 

In 2004 the University of Natal and the University of Durban-Westville merged to form the 

University of KwaZulu Natal. Due to this merger, new organisational cultures had to be 

introduced: norms, values and support systems had to be changed; diversity issues and 

resistance to change also surfaced. Furthermore in December 2010, after a review of the 

College Model, the UKZN Council accepted to implement a plan for college re-organisation 
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(Vice Chancellor‟s Communiqué, 2011). The re-organisation of colleges will see the total 

number of schools being reduced from 52 to 20 over the coming year. The objective of this 

reconfiguration is to achieve both structural and functional efficiency but it however poses a 

lot of challenges to the employees of the university. Issues such as job losses, uncertainty, 

fear, and resistance to change amongst the employees can be inevitable results of this on-

going change. These changes that have taken place at this institution can potentially affect the 

psychological conditions and work engagement among employees. 

 

Institutions of higher learning are important to South Africa because they help to rebuild and 

make a better South Africa (Coetzee & Rothmann, 2005); therefore employees of such 

institutions have an important role to play since they are responsible for producing the 

outcomes from these institutions.  Both academic and support staff are important because 

they comprise the human capital of the higher learning institutions which contributes to the 

functioning of the institution (Blaise, 1996). The current changes in higher education 

institutions and at these specific institutions might have an impact on the work engagement of 

employees. It is therefore crucial to understand why some employees stay engaged at work, 

even whilst being challenged with consistent change and job insecurity and why others 

disengage at work. Research on work engagement at this specific institution therefore seems 

relevant.  

 

1.3. Objectives 

With reference to the background of the study, the general objective of this study is to 

investigate the relationship between job characteristics, psychological conditions, and work 

engagement, and to determine the mediating effects of the three psychological conditions of 

meaningfulness, availability, and safety on work engagement among university employees.  

The objectives are listed below. 
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 To conceptualise work engagement and psychological meaningfulness, psychological 

safety and psychological availability. 

 To establish the relationship between work engagement, psychological conditions and 

job characteristics amongst university employees. 

 To establish the mediating role of psychological conditions on work engagement and 

job characteristics among university employees. 

 

From the objectives above, the following has been hypothesised: 

Hypothesis 1: Job enrichment, rewarding co-worker relations and work role fit will be 

positively related to psychological meaningfulness. 

Hypothesis 2a: Supportive supervisor relations and rewarding co-worker relations will be 

positively related to psychological safety. 

Hypothesis 2b: Adherence to co-worker norms will be negatively related to psychological 

safety. 

Hypothesis 3a: Resources will be positively related to psychological availability at work. 

Hypothesis3b: Self-consciousness and outside activities will be negatively related to   

psychological availability at work. 

Hypothesis 4: Psychological meaningfulness, psychological safety and psychological    

availability will be positively related to work engagement. 

Hypothesis 5: Psychological conditions (meaningfulness, safety, availability) will mediate the 

relationship between their determinants (job characteristics) and work 

engagement. 
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1.4. Structure of the Study 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

This chapter introduces the foundations of the study and includes the background to the 

study, the research questions, objectives and hypotheses.  

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter comprises definitions of and a review of the research on psychological 

meaningfulness, psychological safety, and psychological availability, work engagement, and 

the job characteristics that influence them. It also includes a theoretical framework. 

 

Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

This chapter explains the method of research, research design, sampling method, data 

gathering, and the data analysis method. 

 

Chapter 4: Results 

This chapter presents the results of the research in the form of tables. 

 

Chapter 5: Discussion,  

This chapter discusses the results of the study within the context of the existing literature. 

 

Chapter 6: Recommendations and conclusion 

This chapter includes the suggestions for future research and the conclusions that can be 

drawn from the present study. 

 

1.4. Summary 

This chapter introduced the topic and gave a background to the study. The objectives and 

hypothesis of the study were clearly stated. The chapter included the structure and chapter 

division of the study. The next chapter presents a review of the literature on psychological 
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meaningfulness, psychological availability, psychological safety, and work engagement and a 

theoretical framework that aims to integrate all the concepts. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of general academic literature on work 

engagement, psychological conditions (safety, availability and meaningfulness) and job 

characteristics.  The chapter begins by giving a discussion of psychological conditions of 

meaningfulness, safety and availability and then go on to discuss work engagement and its 

various definitions from academic literature and also the international and national research 

on the concept.  This chapter ends with a discussion of the theoretical underpinning of the 

present study and a summary of the chapter. 

 

2.2. Psychological Conditions 

Kahn (1990) conducted a study to focus on how people‟s experience of themselves and their 

work contexts influenced moments of personal engagement and disengagement. His work 

suggests that people ask themselves three fundamental questions in each role situation which 

are1) How meaningful is it for me to engage in this task?  2) Is it safe to do so? 3) Am I 

available to do it? This led to the three psychological conditions, meaningfulness, safety and 

availability. According to Kahn (1990) these psychological conditions are associated with 

engagement or disengagement at work. Work situations that present more psychological 

meaningfulness and psychological safety ensure psychological availability and results in 

more engaged employees. 

 

2.2.1. Psychological Meaningfulness 

In organisational research, meaningfulness has been approached with a number of different 

names and perspectives.  In general, the research on meaningfulness has focused on topics 

such as work values and goals, work involvement, work orientation, work alienation and how 
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one copes when work is considered meaningless or when one is not able to work (Pratt & 

Ashforth, 2003). Psychological meaningfulness refers to “a feeling that one is receiving a 

return on investment of one‟s self in a currency of physical, cognitive, or emotional energy” 

(Kahn, 1990, p.703). Psychological meaningfulness is also defined as “the extent to which an 

individual believes his or her job is important vis a vis the individual‟s own value system” 

(Renn & Vandenberg, 1995, p.282). It involves feeling worthwhile, valued and not taken for 

granted. It is one among the three enabling conditions for personal engagement in work, the 

two others being safety and availability.  

 

Lack of meaningfulness in one‟s work could result in experiences of being undervalued and 

feelings of alienation or disengagement at work (Kahn, 1990). Results from the study showed 

that engagement was connected to higher levels of psychological meaningfulness than 

disengagement. Kahn (1990) identified three factors that influence psychological 

meaningfulness which are (1) task characteristics, for example challenge, variety, autonomy 

and the need for creativity, (2) work role fit, and  (3) rewarding co-worker relations that 

provide dignity, self-appreciation and a sense of worthwhileness. May, Gilson and Harter 

(2004) use the same dimensions but rename the first one to „job enrichment‟ to highlight the 

fact that task characteristics can be enriched in the five core dimension of The Job 

Characteristics Model (Hackaman & Oldham, 1980) which are skill variety, task identity, 

task significance, autonomy, and feedback. These can significantly influence the 

meaningfulness experienced by employees (May, et al., 2004). 

 

Literature has demonstrated that characteristics of one‟s job could influence the degree of 

meaningfulness an employee experienced at work. The presence of job enrichment 

dimensions mentioned above leads to perceived meaningfulness at work and in turn, it is 

argued that employees with a need for personal growth and development, as well as 
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knowledge and skill, will display a range of positive work outcomes including great worker 

motivation, performance, and satisfaction (Hackman & Oldham, 1996). Research done in the 

field of job design also show that job enrichment in the five core dimensions of the JCM can 

significantly influence the meaningfulness one attaches to work (Johns, Xie, & Fang,1992; 

May, 2003; Renn & Vandeberg, 1995). It is important to note that the majority of the studies 

on job design have not examined the relationship between job enrichment and psychological 

meaningfulness (May et al., 2004). This research proposes that job enrichment will be 

positively related to psychological meaningfulness. 

 

Psychological meaningfulness is also influenced by a perceived work role fit. There has been 

a long debate about the relative importance of the person versus the situation in determining 

behaviour (Renn & Vandenberg, 1995). Several studies have also investigated this 

relationship between an individual employee and the role that the individual assumes in the 

organisation (Kristof, 1996). A perceived fit between the individual‟s self-concept and the 

work roles in which one is assigned to will lead to an experienced sense of meaningfulness 

due to the ability of an individual to express his/her own values and beliefs (May et al., 

2004). According to Shamir (1991) individuals are not only goal oriented but are also 

creative and seek to express themselves in their own way.  The results from a study done by 

May (2003) confirm this perspective; he found that work role fit had a significant influence 

on meaningfulness employees attached to work in a manufacturing environment. Therefore, 

this research suggests that individuals will experience greater meaning in their roles if the 

roles allow them to bring out their self-concept. It further suggests that work role fit will be 

positively related to work engagement. 

 

Individuals will also experience greater meaning in their work if they have positive and 

rewarding interactions with their co-workers. Literature in organisational behaviour 
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recognises the relatedness needs which individuals possess (Locke & Taylor, 1990). 

According to Kahn‟s (1990) studies at the camp and architectural firm, meaningful 

interactions promoted dignity, self-appreciation and worthwhileness.  Co-worker interactions 

create a sense of oneness and a stronger sense of social identity (Olivier & Rothmann, 2007). 

A study done by Kinjerski and Skrypnek (2006) also showed the same results, positive 

connections among employees and a sense of community facilitates meaningfulness.  A lack 

such interaction amongst co-workers causes meaninglessness which is related to 

disengagement at work (Kahn, 1990). This research therefore suggests that rewarding co-

worker relations will be positively related to psychological meaningfulness.  

 

2.2.2. Psychological Safety 

Psychological safety is defined as “feeling able to show and employ oneself without fear of 

negative consequences to self-image, status or career” (Kahn, 1990, p. 708). People feel safe 

in environments which they can express themselves without fear of being penalised or 

victimised. Unsafe conditions exist when situations are ambiguous and unpredictable. This 

psychological condition has received very little attention in literature, however  Kahn‟s 

(1990) results suggest that people were personally engaging in situations characterised by 

psychological safety than they were personally disengaging. The determinants of 

psychological safety are supervisory relations, co-worker relations and behavioural norms.  

 

The relationship that one has with his supervisor has a big impact on the way one perceives 

safety at the place of work (May et al., 2004). Supportive, trusting supervisory relationships 

and not controlling relationships foster employee creativity (Edmondson, 1999). Trustworthy 

supervisory behaviours are expected to lead to feelings of psychological safety and 

willingness to invest ones' self at work (Kahn, 1990). Supervisors that are supportive are 

concerned about their employees‟ needs, provide positive feedback to them and encourages 
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employees to voice their opinions whether they are negative or positive (Olivier & 

Rothmann, 2007). Such supportive actions enhance employee self-determination and interest 

in work (Deci & Ryan, 1987). According to Edmondson (1999), employees are more likely to 

feel safe to engage themselves more fully, try out new things of doing things, and to discuss 

and learn from their mistakes when they are in supportive supervisory relations. Therefore, 

supervisory relations will be positively related psychological safety. 

 

 Supporting and trusting relationships among co-workers should also foster psychological 

safety (Kahn, 1990). Interpersonal trust can either be cognitive or affective. Cognitive trust 

meaning the reliability and dependability of others and affective trust is concerned with the 

emotional relationships between individuals (McAllister, 1995). Individuals who trust each 

other emotionally are more likely to be concerned about the welfare of one another and invest 

more in each other‟s relationship (May et al., 2004). A study done by Kinjerski and Skrypnek 

(2006) reported that participants felt safe in situations whereby there were positive 

connections and a sense of community among themselves that enabled the creation of 

personal relationships and working collaboratively. This research therefore suggests that 

employees who have supportive interpersonal relationships with co-workers are more likely 

to have a stronger sense of identity and a sense of belonging and increased psychological 

safety.  

 

Finally psychological safety is also influenced by co-worker norms. Norms can be described 

as shared expectations about the general behaviours of system members (Harter, 2001). For 

the purposes of this study, the focus is on co-worker norms as opposed to organisational 

norms as they are theorised to influence the actions and behaviours of individual employees 

the most (Harter, 2001).  It is theorised that norms are enforced if (i) they facilitate the 

survival of the group; (ii) make the behaviours of group members more predictable; (iii) help 
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the group to avoid uncomfortable interpersonal problems; and (iv) express the central values 

of the group and clarify the group‟s identity (McAllister, 1995). Kahn (1990) suggests that 

such group norms serve as important pillars that booster psychological safety but however 

can have negative consequences for group members especially when group members are 

forced to agree with what they do not agree with for the sake of group consensus. According 

to Kahn (1990), norms provide structural boundaries for appropriate behaviours which foster 

psychological safety. This research suggests that co-worker norms will be positively related 

to psychological safety. 

 

2.2.3. Psychological Availability 

Psychological availability can be defined as “the sense of having the physical, emotional or 

psychological resources to personally engage at a particular moment” (Kahn, 1990, p. 714). It 

is concerned with individuals‟ readiness to engage considering that they also have other 

social commitments. The results from Kahn‟s study showed that people were personally 

engaging in situations where there are psychologically available and disengaging in situations 

where they are less available. It is also important to note that burnout is particularly related to 

job demands whereas engagement is particularly related to job resources (Maslach, Schaufeli 

& Leiter, 2001). Factors that may influence psychological availability are individual 

resources, work role insecurities and outside activities. 

 

Individuals bring physical, emotional and cognitive resources to perform their tasks at work. 

Different jobs have different demands, some jobs are more physically challenging than 

others. Individuals have different levels of energy, flexibility and strength to meet these 

physical challenges (Pratt & Ashforth, 2003). Certain jobs can be emotionally demanding, for 

example in the service sector and this can be overwhelming if one does not have these 

resources to cope with the demands (Sutton, 1991). The same is true for cognitive resources, 
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some jobs require more emotional labour for example in the service sector and some jobs 

require more cognitive information processing that some people are able to handle (May, et 

al., 2004). To summarise, this research suggests that the presence of emotional, cognitive and 

physical resources will lead to greater availability and engagement. 

 

According to Kahn (1990), security in one‟s role at work is influenced by self-consciousness. 

Individuals who experience a high sense of self consciousness about how other people judge 

and perceive them at work may become distracted and unable to focus (Olivier & Rothmann, 

2007). Furthermore, self-conscious individuals become more focused on the impression they 

leave on others and are more likely to be distracted (Schlenker, 1980). Finally, activities that 

one performs outside of the workplace may also influence the psychological availability of an 

individual. Activities such as membership in outside organisations like schools and volunteer 

work may influence someone‟s availability. This is linked to what has been termed resource 

drain perspective by some authors (Edward & Rothbard, 2000). Outside activities will 

therefore be negatively related to psychological availability at work. In summary, self-

consciousness and outside activities will be negatively related to psychological availability. 

 

The three psychological conditions explored above; meaningfulness, safety and availability; 

are theorised to influence the degree to which one engages in his or her role at work (Kahn, 

1990; May, Gilson & Harter, 2004). This research suggests that psychological 

meaningfulness, safety, and availability will be positively related to work engagement. If 

individuals view their work roles are meaningful, they are likely to engage. Psychological 

safety should also lead to work engagement because it confirms the individual‟s belief that 

he/she can voice their opinions without being threatened (Olivier & Rothman, 2007). 

Psychological availability should also lead to work engagement because individuals are more 

likely to engage if they believe that they have the cognitive, emotional and psychical 
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resources necessary to engage. Therefore, the research suggests that all three psychological 

conditions will be positively related to work engagement. The concept of work engagement is 

discussed below. 

 

2.3 Work Engagement 

Research on burnout stirred most contemporary research on work engagement and this is 

because burnout is taken as the antithesis of work engagement by some authors (Simpson, 

2009). Contrary to burnout employees, engaged employees have a sense of energetic and 

effective connection with their work (Kahn, 1990). To date there has been four lines of 

research that have defined work engagement. They are discussed below.  

 

In 1990, Kahn introduced the concept of personal engagement and personal disengagement. 

Kahn (1990) defines personal engagement and personal disengagement as “the behaviours by 

which people bring in or leave out their personal selves during work role performances” 

(p.694). Personal engagement is also additionally described as employing and expressing 

one‟s self physically, cognitively, emotionally and mentally during role performances (Kahn, 

1990). An engaged employee is therefore one who is psychically involved, cognitively 

vigilant and emotionally involved. On the contrary, personal disengagement is defined as “the 

withdrawal or defending of oneself physically, cognitively or emotionally during their work 

role performance” (Simpson, 2009, p. 1018). According to Kanfer (1990), Kahn‟s concept of 

engagement is motivational in the sense that it refers to the allocation of personal resources to 

role performance and also to how intensely and persistently those resources are applied. 

Kahn‟s engagement is measured by a 14 item questionnaire which has also been used by 

May, Gilson and Harter (2003) and in South Africa by Olivier and Rothmann (2007) The 

present study adopts this definition offered by Kahn (1990) because it takes into account the 
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job characteristics and psychological conditions that enable work engagement and of which 

this study seeks to explore. 

 

 

Maslach and Leiter (1997) suggested that work engagement is the direct opposite of burnout. 

Burnout is defined as a psychological syndrome characterised by exhaustion, cynicism and 

inefficacy, which is experienced as a result of chronic job stressors (Leiter & Maslach, 2004). 

Work engagement on the other hand is defined as an energetic state of involvement with 

personally fulfilling activities that enhance one‟s sense of professional efficacy (Leiter & 

Maslach, 1998). This definition of engagement contains energy, involvement and efficacy 

which are the direct opposites of the burnout dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism and 

inefficacy. They argue that in cases of burnout, energy turns into exhaustion, involvement 

into cynicism and efficacy into ineffectiveness (Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter & Taris, 2008). 

People‟s psychological relationship with their jobs is therefore placed in a continuum 

between the negative experience of burnout and the positive experiences of burnout. The 

significance of such a burnout-engagement continuum is that engagement represents a 

desired goal for burnout interventions and leads people to consider what factors in the 

workplace may be targeted to increase energy, involvement and efficacy (Leiter & Maslach, 

1998). According to this school of thought engagement is measured by the opposite pattern of 

score on the three dimensions of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI).  

 

Another definition was proposed by Schaufeli, Salanova, Gonzalez-Roma, and Bakker 

(2002). They argued that burnout and engagement are two distinct concepts that require 

independent assessment. According to Schaufeli et al. (2002), work engagement can be 

defined as a positive, fulfilling, work related state of mind that is characterised by vigour, 

dedication and absorption. It is not a momentary state but rather a more persistent and 

pervasive state that is not focused on any particular object, individual or behaviour (Simpson, 
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2009). Vigour is characterised by high levels of energy and mental resilience while working, 

the willingness to invest effort in one‟s work, and persistence even when one is faced with 

difficulties (Bakker & Leiter, 2010). Dedication refers to being strongly involved in one‟s 

work, and experiencing a sense of significance and enthusiasm (Bakker & Leiter, 2010).  

 

 

The third dimension of work engagement is absorption and is characterised by being fully 

concentrated and happily immersed in one‟s work, whereby time passes quickly and one has 

difficulties with detaching oneself from work (Bakker & Demmerouti, 2008). With this 

acknowledgement of burnout and engagement being  two different constructs, Schaufeli et al. 

(2002) suggest that employees who experience low burnout might not be experiencing high 

engagement and similarly employees who are highly engaged may not also be experiencing 

low levels of burnout. According the Schaufeli et al. (2002) vigour and dedication are the 

opposite of the burnout dimensions of emotional exhaustion and cynicism respectively. This 

conceptualisation of work engagement is measured by the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 

(UWES), a self-report questionnaire which was first developed by Schaufeli and Bakker 

(2004). 

 

The final line of research that has considered engagement can be found in the work of Harter, 

Schmidt and Hayes (2002). They refer to engagement as occurring when individuals are 

emotionally connected to others and cognitively vigilant and define it as “individual‟s 

involvement and satisfaction as well as enthusiasm for work‟ (Harter et al., 2002, p.269). 

according to this conceptualisation of work engagement, there are four antecedent elements 

that are necessary for engagement to occur and these are: 1) clarity of expectations and basic 

materials, and equipment provided; 2) feelings of contribution to the organisation; 3) feeling 

a sense of belonging to something beyond oneself, and 4) feeling as though there are 
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opportunities for progress and growth (Harter et al., 2002). This conceptualisation of work 

engagement is measured with an instrument called the Gallup Workplace Audit which 

comprises of twelve items. 

 

 

Work engagement is a fairly new concept in within the literature (Hallberg & Schaufeli, 

2006). According to Hallberg and Schaufeli (2006), for new concepts to be considered as 

valid contribution to given fields of research, they need to be discriminated against other 

already existing adjacent constructs. Within the context of the present study, distinctions need 

to be drawn between work engagement and those constructs to which it is closely related i.e. 

organisational commitment; flow; and workaholism. Organisational commitment defines an 

employee‟s loyalty to the organisations that provides employment (Meyer & Allen, 1997). 

Meyer and Allen (1997) suggest that organisational commitment is concerned with the 

relationship between the individual and the organisation while the definitions of engagement 

outlined above focus on the work performed by the individual in the organisation. 

 

 

Engagement is also closely related to what has been termed flow by Csikszentmihalyi (1990). 

The term flow represents a state of optimal experience which results from hard work and 

meeting challenges head on (Burke, 2010).The difference between flow and engagement is 

that flow is more complex and refers to a rather short term experience whereas engagement is 

a persistent state of mind (Storm & Rothmann, 2003). A distinction between work 

engagement and workaholism has also been identified. Engaged employees work hard 

(vigour), are involved (dedication) and feel happily engrossed (absorbed) in their work and 

may seem similar to workaholics  but are different in the sense that engaged workers lack the 

typical compulsive drive possessed by workaholics (Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter & Taris, 2008). 
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The topic of work engagement has emerged as a critical driver of organisational success in 

today‟s competitive world and research has shown that employee engagement predicts 

positive organisational outcomes, including productivity, job satisfaction, motivation, 

commitment, low turnover intention, return on assets, profits and shareholder value (Bakker, 

Demerouti & Schaufeli, 2003; Harter, Schmidt & Hayes, 2002; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

Not only does engagement have the potential to affect the above but it is also a driver of good 

service delivery, organisation reputation and overall stakeholder value (Kaye & Jordan-

Evans, 2003). Thus cultivating work engagement among employees in all types of 

organisations to ensure better performance has become critical. The importance of work 

engagement has also been fuelled by the increasing demand for work/life balance and the 

changing relationship between employers and employees which is driving employers to seek 

understanding on what employees really need and to seek ways of fulfilling these needs in the 

workplace whilst retaining talent. 

 

 This increased need to cultivate work engagement is embedded within the positive real of 

psychology (Harter, Schmidt & Hayes, 2002).  Positive psychology uses psychological 

theory, research and intervention techniques to understand the positive, the adaptive, the 

creative, and the emotionally fulfilling elements of human behaviour (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi (2000).  It is therefore important to investigate work engagement and the 

psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety, and availability in a university setting so 

as to ensure better performance in the high educational sector in South Africa and also to 

foster work/life balance among university employees. Below is a discussion of what is known 

about work engagement in similar settings to that of the present study. 
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2.3.1 Work Engagement in Educational Settings 

There are several studies that have investigated work engagement in educational settings 

(Basikin, 2007).  It is salient to discuss these studies important since the present study 

belongs to the same context. Internationally, Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti and Xanthopoulou 

(2007) found that job resources such as supervisory support, appreciation and a supportive 

organisational climate were important resources that helped a sample of Finnish teachers to 

cope with demanding interactions with students and led to work engagement. These results 

are similar to those found by Bakker, Hakanen and Schaufeli (2005) that job characteristics 

that are supportive will provide conditions for teachers to engage.  In the present study the 

role of resources such as supervisory support are hypothesised to lead to psychological 

conditions that foster work engagement amongst employees at the university. 

 

Past research in institutions of learning has also shown that the presence of resources, either 

job or personal, stimulates motivation in the form of work engagement and leads to positive 

outcomes such as self-efficacy beliefs (Llorens, Schaufeli, Bakker & Salanova, 2007). In 

South Africa, Coetzee and Rothmann (2005) conducted a study on work engagement 

amongst employees at a higher educational institution in South Africa to determine 

differences between the work engagement levels of different language groups, different job 

categories and employees with different years of service at the institution. Work engagement 

was measured with the UWES and the design of the study was cross-sectional. The results 

from the study show that higher levels of the vigour dimension can be observed among 

indigenous language speaking group as compared to the group in the sample that spoke 

Afrikaans. Furthermore, vigour was also significantly higher among employees with 0-5 

years‟ experience as compared to those that had 10+ years‟ experience (Coetzee & 
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Rothmann, 2005). Lastly, the results showed that administration staff shows significantly 

higher levels of the vigour dimension than academic staff. 

 

Rothmann and Jordan (2006) also conducted a study amongst academics on selected higher 

educational institutions to investigate work engagement and the impact of job resources and 

job demands. Results from this study confirmed that job resources (e.g. growth opportunities, 

organisational support and advancement) predicted work engagement (vigour and 

dedication), while job demands impacted positively on dedication when organisational 

support was low to moderate. Job insecurity was negatively related to dedication and these 

results are related to what was found in the study by Martin (2008) who found that people 

who experienced job insecurity were less engaged in their work. In the present study, high 

levels of self-consciousness and a lack of personal resources are hypothesised to be 

negatively related to psychological availability at work and work engagement.  

 

Another study in the educational settings was done by Bezuidenhout and Cilliers (2010). This 

study investigated burnout, work engagement and sense of coherence in female academics in 

higher education institutions in South Africa. The findings show that female academics in the 

sample experienced average levels of burnout, the cynicism dimension of burnout is at high 

levels and work engagement scores were just above average. In this study Bezuidenhout and 

Cilliers (2010) found that although there was manifestation of burnout, the female academics 

still experienced work engagement because of the work engagement dimension of vigour. 

Vigour is characterised by mental resilience and the willingness to invest effort in one‟s 

work, even in the face of difficulty (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2001). The female academics 

therefore put in effort in their work, even though they experience difficulties in the execution 

of these duties. These difficulties include decreasing resources to get work done and 
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increasing demands by faculty, students and parents (Bezuidenhout & Cilliers, 2010). The 

employees in the present study are faced with similar challenges, it is therefore important for 

this study to investigate how engaged they are. 

 

The studies mentioned above are valuable contribution to the literature on work engagement 

and to the present study. No studies were reported on the manifestation of the psychological 

conditions of work engagement amongst employees at a university. There is clearly more 

research needed in the area. This research aims to extend on what is already known about 

work engagement and add new knowledge about work engagement and the psychological 

conditions that lead to it among university employees. The objective therefore is to bridge 

this gap in existing literature and report specifically on the psychological conditions of work 

engagement amongst university employees. 

 

2.3.2. Work Engagement and psychological conditions 

As mentioned above, work engagement is theorised to be positively related to the 

psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety and availability. Several studies have 

investigated this relationship. Kahn (1990) was the most influential study done on the topic.  

Kahn‟s original theoretical model suggests that psychological meaningfulness and safety 

were positively related to employee engagement (Kahn, 1990). Meaning that people were 

most likely to engage in situations where their work roles were meaningful to them and 

where they felt safe. May et al. (2004), conducted a study to investigate the propositions of 

Kahn (1990). Their results showed that all three psychological conditions displayed 

significant positive relationships with engagement; meaningfulness displayed the strongest 

prediction. Rewarding co-worker relations and supportive supervisory relations were 

positively associated with psychological safety and psychological availability was positively 
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related to resources and negatively related to participation in outside activities (May et al., 

2004).  

 

Using a sample of 218 employees, Vinarski-Peretz and Carmeli, (2011) found that care felt 

amongst co-workers were positively linked to psychological conditions and psychological 

conditions  were positively related directly to work engagement. These findings also relate to 

what the present study proposes that rewarding co-worker relations will lead to psychological 

conditions that enable employees to engage with their work. Psychological conditions are 

vital to personal engagement in work tasks. 

 

In South Africa, a few studies have looked at the relationship between work engagement and 

psychological conditions. Olivier and Rothmann (2007) conducted a study in a multinational 

oil company. The results from the study showed that psychological meaningfulness was the 

strongest predictor of work engagement.  Personal resources had the strongest effect on 

psychological availability, co-worker relations and co-worker norms predicted psychological 

safety, and the relationship between resources and work engagement was mediated by 

psychological availability (Olivier & Rothmann, 2007). Work role fit was positively linked 

with psychological meaningfulness.  In another study by van Zyl, Deacon and Rothmann 

(2010), a positive relationship was found between psychological meaningfulness and work 

engagement. The results of these studies confirmed the results of May et al. (2004) and Kahn 

(1990) that if people experience work as meaningful, they are more likely to engage.  

 

Ras (2006) conducted a study in a chemical industry to explore the three psychological 

conditions, meaningfulness, safety and availability to be determinants of work engagement. 

The results confirmed previous studies that showed psychological meaningfulness as the 



23 
 

strongest predictor of work engagement. According to Aktouf (1992), the lack of 

meaningfulness in one‟s work may result in alienation or disengagement. The results also 

showed that psychological meaningfulness had a significant relationship with co-worker 

relations and psychological availability was significantly related to resources (Ras, 2006). In 

reviewing the literature on work engagement and psychological conditions, there was no 

study that investigated this relationship in a university setting. The present study aims to fill 

this gap in the knowledge of work engagement. 

 

2.4. Theoretical Framework. 

The theoretical framework underlying this study is the Self Determination Theory (SDT) 

proposed by (Deci & Ryan, 1985). It is a theory of personality development and self-

motivated behaviour change. Fundamental to this theory is the principle that people have an 

innate organisational tendency towards growth, integration of the self and the resolution of 

psychological inconsistency (Ryan & Deci, 2000). SDT proposes that motivation behaviour 

lies along a continuum ranging from external regulation motivation to autonomous 

motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Autonomous motivation is proposed to be more stable and 

enduring, and to have more positive effects on human wellbeing than controlled regulation 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000). An example of autonomous regulation behaviour is intrinsic motivation 

and an example for external regulation behaviour is extrinsic motivation. Both autonomous 

motivation and controlled motivation are intentional, and together they stand in contrast to 

amotivation, which involves a lack of motivation and intention (Markland, Ryan, Tobin & 

Rollnick, 2005). 

 

The SDT proposes that behaviours lie along a continuum of relative autonomy which reflects 

the extent to which a person is fully committed to what they are doing (Gagne & Deci, 2005). 

At the more controlled end of the continuum lie the behaviours that are motivated by external 



24 
 

regulation, such as punishments and rewards. Such activities are usually not interesting 

enough to require intrinsic motivation, so their initial enactment depends on the perception 

between the situation between the behaviour and the desired consequence (Gagne & Deci, 

2005). Individuals who are externally regulated are most likely to exert minimal effort and 

perform poorly since they are not invested in the behaviour. This external regulation is a form 

of extrinsic motivation and lies at the opposite end of intrinsic motivation on the continuum. 

 

Other types of extrinsic motivation result when a behavioural regulation and the value 

associated with it have been internalised. Internalisation can be defined as “people taking in 

values, attitudes, or regulatory structures, such that the external regulation of a behaviour is 

transformed into an internal regulation and thus no longer requires the presence of an external 

contingency (thus, I work even when the boss is not watching)”  (Gagne & Deci, 2005, 

p.334). The more behaviour is internalised, the more autonomous the extrinsically motivated 

behaviour becomes. The theory suggests that internalisation is a broad term that refers to 

three processes which are introjections, identification and integration. Introjection refers to 

when a person is motivated not by external controls, but by internalised, self–esteem related 

contingencies (Markland, Ryan, Tobin & Rollnick, 2005). An introjected individual force 

themselves to act out behaviours, the feel shame when they fail and are proud of themselves 

when they succeed. Introjection reflects partial internalisation but is still a hesitant and 

unstable form of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

 

With identification, people feel greater freedom and desire because the behaviour fits their 

personal identity and goals (Gagne & Deci, 2005). Identification involves an acceptance of 

the behaviour as being important to the achievement of one‟s personal goals; it then provides 

a strong incentive that overrides the difficulties that come with performing the behaviour. 
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According to Ryan and Deci (2001) identification is a stable and persistent form of 

motivation which brings about effort, commitment and positive experiences when individuals 

are performing behaviours. The most integrated form of extrinsic motivation is integration. 

When integrated, people have a full sense that the behaviour is an integral part of who they 

are that it comes from their sense of self and thus is self-determined (Gagne & Deci, 2005). 

Integration regulation is therefore stable and persistent.  

 

Finally the SDT argues that behaviours that are intrinsically motivated are ones which people 

find interesting and exciting. According to Ryan and Deci (1985), intrinsic motivation and 

integration are similar in the sense that behaviour is performed willingly with no sense of 

coercion but are different in the sense that the motivation in integrated regulation is 

characterised not by the person being interested in the behaviour but because the behaviour is 

instrumental to achieving one‟s personal goals.  

 

The SDT specifies conditions that promote or maintain autonomous forms of motivation and 

those that undermine autonomy and self-regulation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The theory suggests 

three basic psychological needs which are the basis for self-motivation and psychological 

needs. These are competence, autonomy and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2005). Competence 

is concerned with “the psychological need to experience confidence in one‟s abilities and the 

capacity to affect outcomes” (Markland et al., 2005). The second need is the need for 

autonomy which is concerned with the need to feel that one is in control of their actions and 

that they are not being controlled. Lastly the need for relatedness involves the need to 

experience connectedness with others and to have satisfying and supportive social 

relationships (Deci & Ryan, 2000). These three needs, according to the theory, promote 

optimal functioning for growth and integration and for personal well-being. On the other 

hand, an environment that does not satisfy these needs by being over- controlling, over-
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challenging or rejecting an individual‟s basic needs will curtail internalisation and self-

motivation (Gagne & Deci, 2005).  

 

In the context of the study, satisfying the psychological needs of autonomy, competence and 

relatedness at work, leads to individuals experiencing more meaningfulness and safety at 

work and becoming more available to do their jobs. Experiencing such psychological 

conditions will lead individuals to experience work engagement. Research on the SDT theory 

has shown that individuals who are “engaged” in what they are doing also experience greater 

physical and psychological wellbeing than those that are amotivated (Meyer & Gagne, 2008).  

Past research on the three basic psychological needs (competence, autonomy and relatedness) 

that foster intrinsic motivation has shown results that are closely related to those of the 

literature on the psychological conditions of work engagement. Deci & Ryan (1991) found 

that competence is facilitated when people are helped to develop clear and practical 

expectations about their work; they are encouraged to formulate realistically achievable goals 

and receive positive feedback on their progress. Furthermore, for competence to be 

motivational, Deci and Ryan (1991) found that it needs to be coupled great perceived 

competence. Thus a motivationally supportive environment fosters autonomy and 

competence. This can be linked to the psychological condition of safety from Kahn (1990) 

research. He found that people will feel safe to engage in situations where they can express 

themselves, are not controlled and are trusted. Such situations include supportive supervisory 

relations, supportive co-workers and strong positive behavioural norms (Kahn, 1990; May et 

al., 2004; Olivier & Rothmann, 2007). 

 

Furthermore research on the three basic psychological needs has shown that work 

environments that foster satisfaction of the needs will enhance employees intrinsic motivation 
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and promote full internalisation of extrinsic motivation which will give way to the key work 

outcomes of effective performance especially on creativity; cognitive flexibility; job 

satisfaction; positive work related attitudes; organisational citizenship and; psychological 

adjustment and wellbeing (Gagne & Deci, 2005). Another study by Deci and Ryan (2000) in 

the United States of America that aimed to assess satisfaction of workers‟ needs for 

competence, autonomy and relatedness at work found a positive relationship between the 

satisfaction of needs and both work engagement and well-being at work. 

 

In summary, the SDT theory posits a self-determination continuum that ranges from 

motivation which is lack of self-determination, to intrinsic motivation which involves full 

self-determination. In between the two extremes of the continuum lies the different types of 

extrinsic motivation which are externalised (most controlled), introjected, identified and 

integrated (least controlled and close to intrinsic motivation). For self-determination to occur 

there needs to be an environment that fosters it. The theory therefore postulates that the 

satisfaction of the basic psychological needs of competence, autonomy and relatedness. In the 

context of this study, satisfying the basic needs proposed by the theory fosters the 

psychological conditions of safety, availability and meaningfulness which lead to employees 

experiencing work engagement.  

 

2.5. The present study 

The above literature review provided a theoretical and conceptual background for the present 

study. The purpose of this research was to investigate job characteristic and psychological 

conditions that enable work engagement amongst university employees. Previous studies on 

psychological conditions and work engagement have focused on other areas such as oil 

companies (Ras, 2007; Olivier & Rothman, 2007). In reviewing the literature, no South 
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African study that has focused on psychological conditions of work engagement among 

university employees was found therefore the aim of this paper is to fill that knowledge gap. 

 

Diagram 1 shows the model that will be tested for the purposes of this research study. This 

model was adapted from May et al. (2004). It shows the relationships the job characteristics 

that enable psychological conditions which then lead to work engagement. 

 

Diagram 1 

 

Psychological Conditions and Work Engagement (May et al., 2004, p.25) 

 

 

Note. Adapted from May, Gilson and Harter (2004, p.25). The psychological conditions of 

meaningfulness, safety and availability and the engagement of the human spirit at work 

 

2.6. Summary 

The constructs psychological conditions, work engagement and job characteristics were 

conceptualised in this chapter. Studies that were undertaken by other researchers and possible 

relationships between these constructs were explored. The first aim of this study which is to 

establish how psychological conditions and work engagement are conceptualised in the 
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literature has therefore been achieved. This chapter also provided a model that will be tested 

in the present study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Introduction  

This chapter provides an overview of the methodology that was used in this research study. It 

shall look at (1) research design; (2) participants and sampling; (3) research instruments; and 

(4) data analysis.  

 

3.2. Research Design 

A research design is a framework or method of carrying out a research study (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2010). The design of the present study is classified as a non-experimental, cross 

sectional design because it aims to ascertain the relationship between variables at a particular 

point in time. It is referred to as non-experimental owing to the fact that there is no control 

group and there is no manipulation of the independent variable (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010). 

This approach is flexible, easy to implement and is cost and time efficient. However, this 

approach does not allow for causal inferences to be made because the measures are 

administered to a single sample at a particular point in time and no repeat measures are 

applied. 

 

3.3. Participants and Sampling 

Table 1 shows the characteristics of the sample which data was collected from. The 

demographic statistics collected were age, gender, race, marital status, years worked at the 

organisation, highest qualification attained and position in the institution. The total 

population of the sample was 150 (n=150). It was interesting to note that the academic staff 

constituted 50% of the sample and support staff constituted the other half of the sample. 

Table 1 shows that the majority of the sample was female (60%) while males constituted 40% 

of the population.  
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Table 1 

Characteristics of participants 

Item Category Frequency % 

 

Gender 

 

Male 

 

60 

 

40 

 

 

Female 90 60 

Age 

 

 

 

 

24years and younger 

25-35 years 

36-45 years 

46-55 years 

56 years and older 

 

20 

50 

40 

27 

13 

13.3 

33.3 

26.7 

18.0 

8.7 

Race African 

White 

Indian 

Coloured 

Other 

69 

29 

32 

18 

2 

46.0 

19.3 

21.3 

12.0 

1.3 

 

Marital Status Single 

Divorced 

Widowed 

Married 

 

64 

12 

7 

66 

42.7 

8.0 

4.7 

44.0 

 

Highest Qualification Matric Certificate 

Diploma 

Degree 

Postgraduate Degree 

 

29 

34 

25 

62 

19.3 

22.7 

16.7 

41.3 

 

Position Administration 

Junior Lecturer 

Lecturer 

Senior Lecturer 

Associate Professor 

Professor 

 

75 

15 

24 

17 

11 

8 

50.0 

10.0 

16.0 

11.3 

7.3 

5.3 

 

Years worked at the 

organisation 

Fewer than 5years 

6-10 years 

11-20years 

More than 20 years 

 

65 

46 

24 

15 

43.3 

30.7 

16.0 

10.0 

Note. *N=150 

 

The majority of the sample was between the ages of 25 and 35 years (33.3%) and 26.7 % of 

the population was between the ages 36-45 years. Africans constituted the majority of the 
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population with 46%. Whites constituted 19.3% of the sample, Indians 21.3% and Coloureds 

12 %. Table 1 also shows that most of the participants were married (44.7%) and a significant 

number of them are single (42.7%). Most of the participants held a postgraduate degree 

(41.3%) and most of them held the administration position in the university. Lastly, the 

majority of the sample has worked for the university for less than five years. 

 

The type of sampling used to select the sample was convenience sampling. Convenience 

sampling refers to “the collection of information from members of the population who are 

conveniently available to provide it. Convenience sampling is “quick, convenient and less 

expensive” (Sekaran, 2003, p. 280). Convenience sampling was used in the sense that, the 

researcher went around the different campuses looking for individuals who were willing to 

participate in the study.  

 

3.4. Research Instruments 

The quantitative instruments used for the data collection were the Work Engagement Scale, 

The Psychological Conditions Scale and the Antecedent Scale (May et al., 2004).  All the 

scales use a 5 point agreement-disagreement Likert format with 1=Strongly Disagree and 

5=Strongly Agree. 

 

3.4.1. Work engagement scale. 

The Work Engagement Scale (May et al., 2004) was used to measure work engagement. The 

scale contains 13 items developed by May et al. (2004) for their study mentioned previously 

in this paper. These items are based on the 3 components of Kahn‟s (1990) psychological 

engagement which are cognitive (performing my job is so absorbing that I forget about 

everything else); emotional (I really put my heart into my job); and physical engagement (I 

exert a lot of energy performing my job). The WES had the following alpha coefficients from 
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previous studies, (α= 0.77) from Olivier and Rothmann (2007) and (α=0.93) from van Zyl, 

Deacon and Rothman (2010).  

 

3.4.2. Psychological meaningfulness scale 

Six items drawn from Spreitzer (1995) were used to measure the degree of meaningfulness 

which individuals discover from their work. An example of the item is “My job activities are 

significant to me”.  These six items have an alpha coefficient of (α=0.93) from May et al. 

(2004) and (α=0.90) from Spreitzer (1995). The job characteristics that influence 

psychological meaningfulness will be measured with the instruments below. 

 

3.4.2.1. Job enrichment scale 

 Job enrichment was measured using the Job Diagnostic Survey (Hackman & Oldham, 1980). 

The JDS uses three items for each of the five job related dimensions which are skill variety 

(my job provides a lot of variety); task significance (while I am doing my job I get the 

opportunity to work on many interesting projects); task identity (my job lets me be left on my 

own to do my own work); autonomy (I am able to act independently of my supervisor in 

performing my job function); and feedback (I receive feedback from my co-workers). The 

alpha coefficient is 0.85 (May et al., 2004). 

 

3.4.2.2. Work role fit scale 

Work role fit was measured with a scale containing four items developed by May (2003) that 

measure individuals‟ perceived fit with their roles and self-concept. Examples include “My 

job fits how I see myself” and “I like the identity my job gives me.” Cronbach alpha 

coefficients of (α=0.88) from (Ras, 2006) and (α=0.87) from van Zyl et al. (2010). 
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3.4.2.1. Rewarding co-worker relations scale 

Rewarding co-worker relations were measured using a scale containing ten items developed 

by May (2003). The scale includes items such as “My co-workers value my input”, “I sense a 

real connection with my co-workers” and “I trust my co-workers.” May et al. (2004) found a 

coefficient of (α=0.93) and Olivier and Rothman (2007) found (α=0.95). 

 

3.4.3. Psychological availability scale 

Five items that were developed by May et al. (2004) were used to measure the confidence 

that people have regarding their ability to be cognitively, physically and emotionally 

available to do their work. Examples of the five statements are “I am confident in my ability 

to handle competing demands at work” and “I am confident in my ability to think clearly at 

work”. The alpha coefficient of this scale from previous studies are (α=0.90) from Vinarski-

Peretz and Carmeli (2011) and (α= 0.87) from Ras (2006). The job characteristics that 

influence psychological availability are measured by the scales below. 

 

3.4.3.1. Self-consciousness scale 

Self-consciousness was measured by 3 items from May et al.  (2004), these items have an 

alpha co-efficient of (α=0.83) from Olivier and Rothmann (2007).  It includes items such as 

“I worry about what others think of me at work”. The scale measures public self-

consciousness not private self-consciousness (May et al., 2004).  

 

3.4.3.2. Resources scale 

Resources were measured using 8 items developed by May et al. (2004). This will assess the 

degree to which individuals possess resources to become psychologically available. These 

items have an alpha coefficient of (α=0.91) (May et al., 2004) and (α=0.76) (Olivier & 

Rothmann, 2007). It includes items such as “I feel mentally sharp at the end of the workday”, 
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“I feel overwhelmed by the things going on at work” and “I feel like I am at the end of my 

rope emotionally. 

 

3.4.3.3. Outside activities scale 

Involvement in outside activities was measured using a single item “How many hours per 

week do you participate in organisations other than (the company name) (i.e. other jobs, 

church, school, girl scouts, volunteering, etc.). 

 

 

3.4.4. Psychological safety scale 

Psychological safety was measured by three items which are based on the work of Kahn 

(1990).  These items are “I am not afraid to be myself at work, “I am afraid to express my 

opinions at work”, „There is a threatening environment at work”. The alpha coefficient of this 

scale are (α=0.29) from Ras (2006); (α= 0.74) from Vinarski-Peretz and Carmeli (2011) and 

(α=0.71) from Olivier & Rothmann (2007). 

 

3.4.4.1. Supportive supervisory relations scale 

Supportive supervisory relations were measured by ten items of which the first six were 

drawn from Oldham and Cummings (1996) and the last four were drawn from Butler (1991) 

(cited in May, et al., 2004).  Some of the items included in the questionnaire include “My 

supervisor helps me to solve work related problems” and “My supervisor encourages me to 

develop new skills”. Previous studies showed reliability coefficients of (α=0.95) (May et al., 

2004) and (α=0.95) (Olivier & Rothmann, 2007). 

 

3.4.4.2. Co-worker norm adherence scale 

co-worker norms were measure by a three item scale that measures the extent to which 

individuals follow co-worker norms and do what is expected of them by their fellow co-
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workers  (May et al.,2004). An example of the items included is “I do what is expected of me 

by my co-workers”. Vinarski-Peretz and Carmeli (2011) reported an alpha co-efficient of 

(α=0.61). 

 

3.4.5. Demographic Questionnaire 

A demographic questionnaire was specially constructed for this research. It included the 

following; gender, age, race, position held at the University and tenure of work of the 

employees. 

 

3.5. Ethical Issues 

Before data collection could begin, permission was required from the ethics board of the 

University of KwaZulu Natal. Upon receiving ethical clearance, employees of the university 

at the two campuses, Edgewood and Howard Campuses were approached with a booklet that 

contained an informed consent letter and the questionnaire. 

 

The letter served to inform the participants about the aims and purposes of the research. It 

stated explicitly that participation was strictly on voluntary basis and that no one would be 

advantaged or disadvantaged due to their participation in the study. Anonymity was 

guaranteed since participants were not required to provide their names on the questionnaire 

and were assured that group results and not individual results would be reported on. 

Confidentiality was also guaranteed as the completed questionnaires would only be available 

to the researcher and the supervisor only. 

 

3.6. Data Analysis 

Statistical analysis was carried out using the SPSS (v.19, 2002) for Windows. A number of 

descriptive and inferential statistics were used in order to meet the aims and the objectives of 

this study. Descriptive statistics summarise the general nature of the data obtained and 
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include the mean, maximum, standard deviation, skewness and the kurtosis (Leedy & 

Ormrod, 2010). The frequency (number of observations) and percentages were computed for 

the biological variables and all the scales used to collect data. Additionally the mean and 

standard deviation were also computed for each item and dimension on all the scales. The 

reliability of the instruments was determined by means of Cronbach alpha coefficient. 

 

Inferential statistics  help the researcher to make decisions about the data for example 

whether the differences between the two groups in an experiment are large enough to be 

attributed to the experimental intervention rather than to chance (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010). 

The inferential statistics computed were Pearson correlations and multiple regression 

analysis. The Pearson correlation coefficient is also known as the product-moment correlation 

coefficient. Correlation coefficients are computed for the purpose of determining whether a 

relationship exists between variables, what the direction of the relationship is and the strength 

thereof (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010).  It is represented by rand falls within the range of -1 to +1 

with -1 indicating a perfect negative correlation and +1 indicating a perfect positive 

correlation. Pearson correlations were computed to establish the relationships between the 

variables, which are work engagement, psychological conditions job characteristics. The 

level of statistical significance is set at p≤ 0,0l. Cut-off points of 0.30 (medium effect) and 

0.50 (large effect) was set for the practical significance of correlation coefficients (Cohen, 

1988). 

 

Multiple regressions are a statistical technique that allows for the prediction of a score on one 

variable based on their score on another variable. It allows us to examine how effectively one 

or more variables allow for the prediction of the value of another variable (Leedey & 

Ormond, 2010).Multiple regression analysis was carried out to determine the percentage 

variance in the dependent variable that is predicted by the independent variables. Mediated 
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regressions were carried out in order to test hypotheses 5. The mediated regressions approach 

followed the steps of Baron and Kenny (1986). Their steps require three separate regression 

equations. The first equation involves regressing the mediator variable on the predictor 

variables. The second equation involves regressing the criterion variable on the predictor 

variable. The last equation involves regressing the criterion variable onto the predictor 

variable and the mediator variable at the same time. According to Baron and Kenny (1986), 

there are 4 conditions that must be met which are: 

1) The predictor variable must be significantly related to the mediator variable. 

2) The predictor variable must be significantly related the criterion variable. 

3) The mediator variable must be significantly related to the criterion variable. 

4) The effect of the predictor variable must be less in equation three than in equation 

two. 

A full mediation is achieved when the beta weight for the predictor is significant in equation 

two but non-significant in equation three when the mediator is controlled for (Baron &Kenny, 

1986). Partial mediation is achieved when the predictor variable influences the criterion 

through the mediator directly and indirectly. According to Baron and Kenny (1986), partial 

mediation warrants a conclusion of a mediation effect because it is unrealistic to eliminate the 

relationship between the predictor variable and the criterion variable totally. 

 

 

3.7. Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to provide a detailed description of the methods that were 

used to collect data for this research. This chapter discussed the research design, the 

characteristics of the sample and how they were sampled, research instruments that were used 

to collect data, and how the data was analysed. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents the results that were obtained from the statistical analysis of the data 

gathered for the research. It contains detailed descriptive statistics of the sample by the use of 

tables. The reliability of all the scales used is explored and the relationships between the 

constructs are interpreted through the use of pearson correlation coefficients and multiple 

regressions. The chapter concludes with a summary. 

 

Table 2 

 Descriptive Statistics 
Item Min Max Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis α 

1Work Engagement 23 60 43.43 5.97 -0.675 2.123 0.78 

2 Meaningfulness 12 30 25.56 3.84 -0.932 1.291 0.91 

3 Availability 16 25 21.77 2.09 0.212 -0.880 0.80 

4 Safety 6 14 8.32 1.53 0.848  0.855 0.12 

5Job Enrichment 35 75 56.53 1.53 -0.238 -0.321 0.79 

6 Co-worker relations 30 55 43.01 5.55 0.014 -0.140 0.86 

7 Work role fit 4 20 15.01 3.59 -0.584 -0.024 0.90 

8 Supervisory relations 20 50 5.86 9.69 -1.773  6.880 0.95 

9 Resources 12 36 22.47 4.81 0.340  0.028 0.84 

10 Co-worker norms 9 15 12.37 1.30 -0.047  0.312 0.42 

11Self consciousness 3 15 8.88 2.20 -0.151  0.512 0.12 

12 Outside Activities 2 5 1.83 1.32  0.005  1.312 - 

Min-Minimum; Max-Maximum; SD- Standard Deviation; α- Cronbach Alpha 
 
 
 

4.2. Descriptive Statistics 

The descriptive statistics and alpha coefficients of the measuring instruments used are 

reported in Table 2.  Table 2 indicates that job enrichment (m=56.53; SD=8.47) and work 

engagement (m=43.43; SD=5.97) reported the highest means. The lowest means were from 
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the work role fit scale (m=15.01; SD=3.59) and outside activities scale (m1.83; SD=1.32) as 

shown in Table 2. 

 

The Cronbach alpha coefficients ranged from 0.12 to 0.95. Table 2 shows the alpha 

coefficients as follows; work engagement (0.78); meaningfulness (0.91); availability (0.80); 

safety (0.12); job enrichment (0.79); co-worker relations (0.86); work-role fit (0.90); 

supportive supervisory relations (0.95); resources (0.84); co-worker norms (0.42); self-

consciousness (0.12). The Cronbach alpha coefficient of the outside activities scale could not 

be determined because it contains only one item. An analysis of the alpha coefficients shown 

in Table 2 indicates that the scales of safety, co-worker norms and self-consciousness do not 

meet the required alpha coefficient of 0.70 as recommended by Nunnaly and Bernstein 

(1994). These scales were not included in any further analysis.  

 

 

Table 3 

Product-momentum correlation coefficients 
Item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1Work Engagement - - - - - - - - - 

2 Meaningfulness 0.34**+ - - - - - - - - 

3 Availability 0.02 0.36**+ - - - - - - - 

4 Job Enrichment 0.24** 0.47**+ 0.39**+ - - - - - - 

5Co-worker relations 0.09 0.40**+ 0.39**+ 0.45**+ - - - - - 

6 Work role fit 0.09 0.48**+ 0.25** 0.53**++ 0.45** - - - - 

7SupervisoryRelation 0.06 0.15 0.09 0.49**+ 0.27** 0.34**+ - - - 

8 Resources 0.20* 0.15 0.22** 0.17*+ 0.09 0.21** 0.01 - - 

9Outside Activities -0.01 0.03 0.03 0.09 -0.03 0.07 0.01 0.07 - 

Note. ** Statistical significance at p≤0.01. *Statistical significance at p≤0.05. 

++ Practically significant (large effect <0.50). + Practically significant (medium effect <0.30) 

 

 

Next, the Pearson product moment correlations were calculated to test hypothesis 1 to 4 (refer 

to page 4).The results are shown in Table 3. However, hypothesis 2 and hypothesis 3a could 
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not be tested because of the unreliability of the scales of safety, co-worker norms and self-

consciousness. Table 3 shows that work engagement was statistically and practically 

positively correlated to meaningfulness (0.342; p≤0.01), as well as statistically positively 

correlated to job enrichment and resources. Furthermore, Table 3 indicates that 

meaningfulness had statistically and practically positive correlations of medium effect with 

availability (0.39; p≤0.01); job enrichment (0.47; p≤0.01); co-worker relations (0.40; 

p≤0.01); and work role fit (0.48; p≤0.01). Psychological availability was reported a 

statistically positive correlation with resources (0.22, p≤0.01). Table 3 shows that outside 

activities did not have a practical or statistical correlation with psychological availability as 

hypothesised. Psychological availability however displayed practically and statistically 

positive correlations with job enrichment (0.39; p≤0.01) and co-worker relations (0.39; 

p≤0.01). Table 3 indicates that job enrichment and work role fit displayed a practically and 

statistically positive relationship (large effect) (0.53; p≤0.01) with work role fit and medium 

effect with co-worker relations (0.45; p≤0.01) and supportive supervisory relations (r=0.49; 

p≤0.01). Co-worker relations reported a practically and statistically positive correlation 

(medium effect) with work role fit (0.45; p≤0.01) and a statistically positive relationship with 

supportive supervisory relations (0.27; p≤0.01) as shown in Table 3.From the results shown 

in Table 3, it can be concluded that hypothesis 1 and 3a were confirmed while hypothesis 3b 

was rejected. Hypothesis 4 was partially confirmed because only meaningfulness displayed a 

positive relationship with work engagement.  

 

4.3. Multiple Regressions 

Next a series of multiple regressions were conducted to test hypothesis 5, whether job 

characteristics predicted work engagement and to test whether psychological meaningfulness 

and psychological availability mediated the relationship between work engagement and job 
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characteristics. The steps recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986) as described in section 

3.5 were followed in testing hypothesis 5. The results are shown in Tables 4, 5, 6, and 7. 

 

Multiple regression analyses with work engagement as a dependent variable and 

psychological meaningfulness and psychological availability as dependent variables were 

conducted respectively. The results are shown in the Table 4.  

 

Table 4 

Multiple Regression Analyses with Work Engagement as a Dependent Variable and 

Psychological Meaningfulness and Psychological Availability as Independent Variables 
Model  Unstandardised 

Coefficients 

Standardised 

Coefficients 

t p F R R² 

  B SE Beta      

Work 

Engagement 

      19.54** 0.34+ 0.17 

 (Constant) 28.87 3.10  9.63 0.00    

 

 

Meaningfulness 
 0.53 0.12 0.34 4.42 0.00 

 

 

  

          

Work 

Engagement  

      0.12 0.30 0.01 

 (Constant)  41.66 5.12  8.12   0.00    

 Availability 0.08 0.23 0.02 0.34 0.12    

          

Note. ** Statistical significance at p≤0.01. + Practically significant (medium effect <0.30) 
 

 

 

The results in the Table 4 show that psychological meaningfulness statistically predicted 

work engagement (F=19.54, p<0.05, R
2
=0.17). The standardised regression coefficient was 

medium (β= 0.34, p<0.05). Psychological availability did not statistically significantly predict 

work engagement (F=0.12, p<0.05, R
2
=0.01). The standardised regression coefficient was not 

significant (β=0.02, p<0.05). To test whether psychological meaningfulness mediates the 

relationship between job characteristics and work engagement, the results provide evidence 

for condition number two as recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986) that the dependent 

variable should be predicted by the mediator. This condition is however not evidenced for the 
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second multiple regression therefore it is not possible test if psychological availability 

mediates the relationship between job characteristics and work engagement.  

 

Table 5 

 

Multiple Regression Analysis with Psychological Meaningfulness as Dependent Variable and 

Job Characteristics as Independent Variables 
Model  Unstandardised 

Coefficients 

Standardised 

Coefficients 

t p F R R² 

  B SE Beta      

Meaningfulness       65.15** 0.55++ 0.30 

 (Constant)  8.70 2.10  4.13   0.00    

 Job Characteristics 0.14 0.01 0.55 8.07 0.00    

          

          

Note. ** Statistical significance at p≤0.01. ++ Practically significant (large effect <0.50).  

 

A multiple regression analysis with psychological meaningfulness as a dependent variable 

and job characteristics (i.e. job enrichment, work role fit and co-worker relations) as 

independent variables showed that job characteristics significantly predicted work 

engagement (β=0.55, p<0.05) as shown in table 5. These results provide evidence for the first 

step of Baron and Kenny (1986) that states that the predictor variable must be significantly 

related to the mediator.  

 

Table 6 

 

Multiple Regression Analysis with Work Engagement as a Dependent Variable and Job 

Characteristics as Independent Variables 

 
Model  Unstandardised 

Coefficients 

Standardised 

Coefficients 

t p F R R² 

  B SE Beta      

Work 
Engagement  

      6.34** 0.20 0.10 

 (Constant)  33.83 3.84  8.80   0.00    

 Job Characteristics 0.84 0.03 0.20 2.51 0.00    

          

Note. ** Statistical significance at p≤0.01 
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A multiple regression analysis with Work Engagement as a dependent variable and job 

characteristics (job enrichment, work role fit and co-worker relations) was performed and the 

results are shown in Table 6 above. The results show that job characteristics (β=0, 20, 

p<0.05) significantly predicted work engagement (F=6.34, p<0.05). This finding provides 

evidence for the second condition of baron and Kenny (1986) that states that the predictor 

must be significantly related to the criterion.  

 

 

Table 7 

 

Multiple Regression Analysis with Work Engagement as a Dependent Variable and Job 

Characteristics and Psychological Meaningfulness as Independent Variable 

 
Model  Unstandardised 

Coefficients 

Standardised 

Coefficients 

t p F R R² 

  B SE Beta      

Work 
Engagement 

      9.73** 0.34+ 0.12 

 (Constant)  29.36 3.90  7.51   0.00    

 Job Characteristics 0.08 0.38 0.02 0.21   0.83    

 Meaningfulness 0.51 0.14 0.33 3.55 0.00    

          

Note. ** Statistical significance at p≤0.01. + Practically significant (medium effect <0.30) 

 

The last multiple regressions analysis was performed with work engagement as a dependent 

variable and job characteristics and psychological meaningfulness as independent variables. 

The results which are shown in Table 7 indicate that when psychological meaningfulness was 

entered into the equation, job characteristics became insignificant predicting only 2% of the 

variance in work engagement while psychological meaningfulness predicted 33%. These 

results provide evidence of condition number four by Baron and Kenny (1986) which state 

the effect of the predictor must be less in equation 3 than equation. These findings prove that 

psychological meaningfulness mediates the relationship between job characteristics (job 

enrichment, work role fit and co-worker relations. 
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4.4. Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to report the results from the statistical analysis done using 

SPSS. The chapter reported results of the demographics, reliability tests, mean, Pearson 

product moment correlation coefficients and multiple regression analysis. The following 

chapter will discuss the results that were found in the study. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to discuss the results of this study within the context of previous research. 

Each hypothesis will be discussed and the practical implication for the current research will 

be suggested. The chapter will end with a summary. 

 

5.2. Discussion of results 

It was the objective of this study to determine the relationship between work engagement, 

psychological conditions and job characteristics; and also to investigate whether 

psychological conditions mediate the relationship between work engagement and job 

characteristics among a sample of university employees. 

 

An analysis of the reliability of the scales used in this research revealed that the scales of 

safety (0.12), self-consciousness (0.12), and co-worker norms (0.42) were unreliable with 

Cronbach alpha coefficients below the recommended alpha coefficient of 0.70 (Nunnaly & 

Bernstein, 1994).These results are consistent with previous studies. The scales of 

psychological safety, self-consciousness and co-worker norms were found unreliable in 

studies by Olivier and Rothmann (2007); Ras (2007); Rothmann and Rothmann (2010). 

These variables were therefore excluded from the analysis and hypothesis 2 and hypothesis 

3b could not be tested. 

 

Pearson product moment correlations were conducted to investigate the relationships between 

the variables and to test hypothesis one to four. The first hypothesis stated that there would be 

a positive relation between job enrichment, rewarding co-worker relations, work-role fit, and 
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psychological meaningfulness.  The results from the correlational analysis indicated that 

hypothesis one was confirmed. Job enrichment, rewarding co-worker relations and work role 

fit had practically significant correlations with psychological meaningfulness. The 

relationship between these job characteristics and work engagement is discussed below. 

 

Employees, who experienced job enrichment, as measured by the five dimensions (skill 

variety, task significance, task identity, autonomy, and feedback) by Hackman and Oldham 

(1980), will find their work meaningful and will display a range of positive work outcomes 

including motivation, performance and satisfaction (Johns, Xie, & Fang, 1992; Renn & 

Vandeberg, 1995). The findings of the present study are consistent with those of May et al. 

(2004), who also found a positive correlation between job enrichment and meaningfulness. 

The findings also confirm the results from Kahn (1990) study that show that characteristics of 

one‟s job could influence the degree of meaningfulness that one experiences at work. 

 

The relationship between meaningfulness and work role fit is consistent with literature and 

the results of previous studies.  The literature states that a perceived fit between the 

individual‟s self-concept and the work roles in which one is assigned to will lead to an 

experienced sense of meaningfulness due to the ability of an individual to express his/her 

own values and beliefs (May et al.,2004). This is also consistent with the view that when 

people see their roles as opportunities to express their selves they will experience a sense of 

meaning (Shamir, 1991. Saks (2006) suggested that work role fit provides an incentive for 

employees to bring more of themselves into their work thereby creating meaningfulness. A 

positive relationship has also been found between work role fit and meaningfulness in 

previous research (May et al., 2004; van Zyl, Deacon & Rothmann, 2010; Rothmann & 

Rothmann, 2010). This therefore implies that if individuals perceive a fit between their self-
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concept and their work roles, there are more likely to find their jobs meaningful which results 

in work engagement.  

 

 Meaningfulness also showed a significant positive correlation with rewarding co-worker 

relations confirming the literature that states individuals will place greater meaning in their 

work if they have positive relationships with their co-workers (Locke & Taylor, 1990). A 

study done by Kinjerski and Skrypnek (2006) also suggested that positive connections 

amongst co-workers facilitate a sense of community and meaningfulness at work. 

Furthermore, previous studies also found a positive significant relationship between 

rewarding co-worker relations and work role fit (Olivier & Rothman, 2007; Ras, 2006; May 

et al., 2004).This implies that rewarding interactions amongst co-workers promote dignity, 

self-appreciation and worthwhileness which will result in one experiencing psychological 

meaningfulness at work (Kahn, 1990). 

 

Hypothesis 2 stated that supportive supervisory relations and rewarding co-worker relations 

will be positively related to psychological safety and that adherence to co-worker norms will 

be negatively related to psychological availability at work. Both of the hypotheses could not 

be tested because of the poor reliability of the psychological safety scale.  It is however 

important to note that psychological safety is an important construct because it promotes 

positive emotions, enables individuals to find personal connection, and to both learn and 

unlearn new behaviours (Pratt & Ashforth,  2003). Future research must seek to improve the 

reliability of the scale so as to test its relationship with job characteristics and work 

engagement. 

 

Hypothesis 3 states that, resources will be positively related to psychological availability at 

work and hypothesis 3b states that outside activities will be negatively related to 

psychological availability. Results from the correlation analysis indicated that there was a 
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statistically significant positive correlation between resources and psychological availability 

thus the confirming hypothesis 3a. The literature suggests that, if individuals believe that they 

have the psychical, emotional and cognitive resources available to do their work, they will be 

able to engage themselves with their work. These results are related to previous studies (Ras, 

2006; Olivier & Rothman, 2007). However, in the study conducted by May et al. (2004), they 

did not find a significant relationship between psychological availability and resources but 

they acted as a suppressor of the relationship between availability and engagement.  

 

 The results indicated that outside resources did not have a statistically significant correlation 

with psychological availability. This disconfirms hypothesis 3b and suggests that university 

employees „involvement in other activities outside the institution did not have a bearing on 

their psychological availability. This however is not consistent with what was found in the 

literature. The literature suggests that activities that one performs outside of the workplace 

may have a negative influence one‟s availability at work (Kahn, 1990). This negative 

influence has been termed the resource drain perspective by some authors (Edward & 

Rothbard, 2000). Furthermore, the results of the present study are not consistent with those of 

previous studies and the reason for this could be the difference in samples and the nature of 

work of the samples in previous studies. However, other studies found a significant negative 

correlation between outside activities and psychological availability (May et al., 2004; 

Olivier & Rothmann, 2007). 

 

Hypothesis 4 states that psychological meaningfulness, psychological safety, and 

psychological availability will be positively related to work engagement. The results showed 

that meaningfulness was practically positively related to work engagement and that 

psychological availability did not exhibit a significant relationship with work engagement. 

The relationship between psychological safety and work engagement could not be tested. 
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These results indicate that hypothesis four was partial confirmed. Below is a discussion of the 

relationship between the psychological conditions and work engagement. 

 

Meaningfulness displayed a practically and statistically positive relationship with work 

engagement. These results support the literature that sates that  that lack of meaningfulness in 

one's work can lead to alienation or disengagement from one's work (Aktouf, 1992) and that 

meaningfulness at work was connected to higher levels of work engagement (Kahn, 1990). 

According to Kahn (1990), individuals will ask themselves the question that “How 

meaningful is it for me to engage in this task?” before they engage in it. Previous studies that 

have investigated the relationship between meaningfulness and work engagement also found  

statistically and practically positive relationship  (May et al.,2004; Ras, 2007, Rothmann & 

Rothmann, 2010; Vinarski-Peretz & Carmeli, 2011) confirming the results of this study and 

also possibly suggesting that  the relationship between meaningfulness and work engagement 

can be generalised to various settings. 

 

The results indicate that psychological availability did not have a statistically significant 

relationship with work engagement. These results are however not consistent with what was 

found in other studies and what and literature.  The literature suggests that individuals will be 

ready to engage to their work considering that they do not have other commitments. People 

were more likely to engage in situations where there are psychological available and 

disengage in situations where they are less available (Kahn, 1990). The results of previous 

studies show that psychological availability and work engagement are statistically positively 

related (Olivier & Rothmann, 2007; Rothmann & Rothmann, 2010). This deviation could 

suggests that psychological availability does not influence the work engagement of 

employees in university settings but however this would need further confirmation by doing 

more studies in university settings. 
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Hypothesis 5 stated that psychological conditions will mediate the relationship between their 

determinants (i.e. job characteristics) and work engagement. The results from multiple 

regression analyses showed that only meaningfulness acted as a mediator between job 

enrichment, work role fit, and supportive supervisory relations; and work engagement. These 

results partially confirms hypothesis 5. 

 

Psychological meaningfulness fully mediated the relationship between job enrichment, work 

role fit and rewarding co-worker relations.  Meaningfulness was also the strongest predictor 

of work engagement. This means that that characteristics of one‟s job such as skill variety, 

autonomy, rewarding relations with fellow employees and a perceived fit between employee 

characteristics and the role in which they are in will lead to psychological meaningfulness 

which in turn will lead to work engagement. This is consistent with the results of previous 

studies done on the mediating effects of meaningfulness on work engagement and job 

characteristics (Olivier & Rothmann, 2007; Ras, 2007; Rothmann & Rothmann, 2010). 

Psychological availability did not mediate the relationship between job characteristics 

(resources and outside activities) and work engagement. It was not a significant predictor or 

work engagement meaning that work engagement amongst university employees. However, 

results from previous studies show that psychological availability mediates the relationship 

between work engagement and job characteristics (May et al., 2004; Ras, 2007; Rothmann & 

Rothmann, 2010). This implies that psychological availability did not make a significant 

contribution to the work engagement of university employees. This however needs to be 

confirmed by future research. 

 

Psychological safety was not included in further analysis therefore it was not identified as a 

statistical predictor of work engagement and could not also be tested for mediation. The 

present study therefore found partial support for the studies of May et al. (2004); Olivier and 
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Rothmann (2007); and Ras (2007) in as far as the mediating effects of both psychological 

meaningfulness and availability on work engagement were confirmed, with meaningfulness 

as the strongest predictor of work engagement. The results discussed above contribute to our 

understanding of the psychological conditions that lead to work engagement and their 

determinants. 

 

5.3. Summary 

In this chapter, the results of the empirical study were discussed and conclusions were drawn 

from them. All hypotheses stated were addressed.  In the next chapter, conclusions and 

limitations regarding this study are discussed and recommendations for the organisation and 

for future research are made 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

6.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, conclusions about the literature findings and the results of the empirical study 

are made. Limitations of the study are discussed and specific recommendations and future 

research are presented. 

 

 

6.2. Conclusions 

Conclusions are made in the following paragraphs in accordance to the specific literature 

objectives and the empirical findings obtained in the present study. 

 

 

6.2.1. Conclusions in terms of the specific literature objectives of the study 

The following conclusions can be made with regards to the constructs of psychological 

meaningfulness, psychological safety, psychological availability, and work engagement. 

 

 Psychological Meaningfulness 

For the purposes of this research, meaningfulness was conceptualised as a feeling that one is 

receiving a return on investment of one‟s self in a currency of psychical, cognitive and 

emotional energy (Kahn, 1990). It involves feeling worthwhile and valued. Literature showed 

that psychological meaningfulness was connected to engagement at work. Literature 

identified three factors that influence psychological meaningfulness and these are job 

enrichment, work role fit, and rewarding co-worker relations. 

 Psychological Safety 

For the purpose of this research, psychological safety can be defined as feeling of being able 

to employ oneself without fear of negative consequences to the self-image (Kahn, 1990). The 
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literature states that when individuals feel safe to express themselves freely without the fear 

of being victimised, they are more likely to be engaged to their work (May et al., 2004). 

There are three job characteristics that determine psychological availability and these are 

supervisory relations, rewarding co-worker relations, and co-worker norms. If these three job 

characteristics are present, employees are more likely to feel safe to engage. 

 

 Psychological Availability 

For the purposes of this study, psychological availability was conceptualised as a sense of 

having physical, emotional or psychological resources to engage at a particular moment. It 

involves employee‟s readiness to engage at work considering that they have other social 

commitments. Factors that determine psychological availability are individual resources (e.g. 

emotional and cognitive), self-consciousness, and outside activities. Individual resources are 

positively related to psychological availability whereas self-consciousness and outside 

activities are negatively related to psychological availability. 

 

 Work Engagement 

For the purposes of this study, work engagement was conceptualised according to Kahn 

(1990). It is conceptualised as those behaviours that people bring in or leave out their 

personal selves during work role performances. Additionally, it involves employing and 

expressing one‟s self physically, cognitively, emotionally, and mentally during role 

performance. Work engagement has gained popularity over the past years because research 

has shown that it is a critical driver of organisational success. Evidence from the literature 

suggests that the three psychological conditions of meaningfulness, safety, and availability 

influence work engagement positively. 
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6.2.2. Conclusions in terms of the specific empirical results of the study 

The empirical findings from the research are summarised below in terms of the hypothesis of 

the study: 

Hypothesis 1: Job enrichment, rewarding co-worker relations and work role fit will be 

positively related to psychological meaningfulness. This hypothesis was confirmed. All three 

job characteristics had practically and statistically positive relationships with psychological 

meaningfulness. This suggest that if conditions such as job enrichment, rewarding co-worker 

relations and supportive supervisors employees are more likely to experience psychological 

meaningfulness at their jobs. 

 

Hypothesis 2a: Supportive supervisory relations and rewarding co-worker relations will be 

positively related to psychological safety. This hypothesis could not be tested because of the 

unreliability of the psychological safety scale. 

 

Hypothesis 2b: Adherence to co-worker norms will be negatively related to psychological 

safety. This hypothesis could not be tested due to the unreliability of the psychological safety 

scale. 

 

Hypothesis 3a: Resources will be positively related to psychological availability at work. 

This hypothesis was confirmed, resources has a statistically positive correlation with 

psychological availability. This suggests that employees who have the psychical, emotional, 

and cognitive resources are likely to be available to engage in their work. 

 

Hypothesis 3b: Self-consciousness and outside activities will be negatively related to   

psychological availability at work. This hypothesis was rejected. There was no significant 

correlation between outside activities and psychological availability suggesting that outside 

activities did not determine the psychological availability of university employees. Self-
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consciousness was taken out of the study because its scale did not meet the required 

Cronbach alpha. 

 

Hypothesis 4: Psychological meaningfulness, psychological safety and psychological    

availability will be positively related to work engagement. This hypothesis was partially 

confirmed. Only psychological meaningfulness displayed a practically and statistically 

positive correlation with work engagement. Psychological availability did not show a 

significant relationship with work engagement and the scale of psychological safety was 

taken out of the analysis due to its unreliability. 

 

Hypothesis 5: Psychological conditions (meaningfulness, safety, availability) will mediate the 

relationship between their determinants (job characteristics) and work engagement. This 

hypothesis was partially confirmed. Psychological meaningfulness mediated the relationship 

between job enrichment, work role fit, and rewarding co-worker relations; and work 

engagement. Psychological availability did not predict work engagement therefore it did not 

meet the requirements for mediation analysis. Psychological meaningfulness was the best 

predictor of work engagement predicting 34% of the variance in work engagement.  

 

6.3. Limitations 

The study had various limitations. Firstly, only 150 questionnaires were completed and 

returned but two campuses within which data was collected have more than 500 employees. 

Therefore the results cannot be generalised to the entire population. Secondly, self-report 

questionnaires were used to collect the data through a survey design therefore causal 

inferences using the data cannot be made. The use of other designs such as longitudinal 

studies or analytical procedure such as structural equation modelling could aid the in 

establishing causality. The third limitation is that some of the scales used in the research 
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(safety, co-worker norms, and self-consciousness) tested unreliable on the reliability tests 

therefore making it impossible to test some hypothesis. As a result some of the objectives of 

the study could not be fulfilled. 

 

6.4. Recommendations 

 

This study explores the relationship between job characteristics, psychological conditions and 

work engagement. With an increased understanding of this relationship, possible reasons for 

disengagement at work can be isolated. With the shift of focus to positive psychology, 

opportunities can be identified to optimise the job characteristics that foster and promote 

engagement at work. There are several suggestions for the future that can be derived from the 

present study. 

 

This study produced very important findings in terms of work engagement, psychological 

conditions and job characteristics. Meaningfulness was found to be positively related to work 

engagement. It is therefore important that employers cultivate a sense of meaningfulness in 

the job so as to foster work engagement. The job characteristics that were significantly 

related to meaningfulness are job enrichment, work role fit, and co-worker relations. This 

also provides crucial information to employees in terms of job design. To foster 

meaningfulness, jobs must be to have the five characteristics as proposed by Hackman and 

Oldham (1980). Furthermore, to foster meaningfulness, employees must make sure that there 

is a person-role fit. This could be done through designing effective selection tools and also 

having extensive job profiling. 

 

Resources were found to be positively related to psychological availability. Taking this into 

consideration, employees must be able to cultivate personal resources amongst their 

employees. When designing jobs, employees must attempt to reduce the cognitive, emotional 
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and physical strain that could be experienced by employees. If a job involves extensive 

emotional, cognitive of physical resources, employers must ensure that employees have 

enough breaks and sufficient time off. 

 

In future, longitudinal studies with bigger populations should be carried out to verify the 

results of this study. Similar studies in the same settings need to be carried out so that the 

relationship between psychological availability and work engagement could be investigated 

since the results of this study show that it is insignificant.  Furthermore, the instrument used 

in this study need to be revised so as to suit the South African contexts because participants 

were not familiar with some of the statements (e.g. “rock the boat”). Overall more research is 

required in South Africa to fill the gap in the knowledge of how psychological conditions of 

meaningfulness, safety, and availability affect work engagement.  

 

To conclude, future research must aim to assess individual or organisational interventions 

that impact on psychological conditions such as meaningfulness, safety, and availability so as 

to identify and prioritise effective intervention that lead to enhanced work engagement. This 

will lead to a healthier workforce and better performing organisations. 

 

6.5. Summary 

The research has been completed with the completion of Chapter 6. The objectives 

formulated for this research were addressed and attained within the study. 
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APPENDIX A 

INFORMED LETTER OF CONSENT 

 

My name is Gamuchirai Chikoko and I am currently completing my Master‟s degree at the 

University of KwaZulu Natal. A requirement of my degree is to complete a research study. 

My study is interested in the psychological conditions of work engagement which are 

meaningfulness, safety and availability amongst academics at this university. 

You are being invited to participate in this research because of your position as an academic. 

There will be no direct benefit to you if you participate in this research, but your participation 

is likely to help generate knowledge and greater understanding on Work Engagement and the 

psychological conditions that lead to it amongst academics. Confidentiality will be ensured 

through the interviews being available to the researcher and her supervisor only. Anonymity 

will be ensured by omitting any identifying characteristic, such as your name, or department.  

Nothing that is said to me during interviews will be shared with anybody outside the research 

team. If you have any queries please feel free to contact me (Gamuchirai Chikoko 079 803 

3884/ 207514634@ukzn.ac.za) or my supervisor (Professor Joey Buitendach: 031 260 

2407/Buitendach@ukzn.ac.za).  

 

 Informed consent 

I _________________ have read the information about this study and understand the 

explanations of it given to me verbally. I have had my questions concerning the study 

answered and understand what will be required of me if I take part in this study. 

 

Signature_____________________   Date_____________ 

(Or mark) 
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APPENDIX B 

INSTRUMENT 

 

Section One: Biographical Data Sheet. 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

Please answer the following questions by marking the appropriate boxes. 

 

1. GENDER 

Male                                 Female    

 

2. AGE GROUP 

25 years and younger                     26 – 35 years 

36 – 45 years                                  46 – 55 years 

56 years and older 

 

3. MARITAL STATUS 

Single                                                      Divorced 

Widowed                                                  Married 

Remarried 

 

4. YEARS OF TENURE 

Less than 5 years                                           6 – 10 years 

11 – 20 years                                        More than 20 years 

5. HIGHEST ATTAINED QUALIFICATION 

Matric Certificate                                            Diploma 

Degree                                                     Postgraduate Degree 

6. PLEASE INDICATE YOUR POSITION 

Administration                         Senior Lecturer   

Junior Lecturer                       Associate Professor   

Lecturer                                   Professor       
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Section Two: Engagement Questionnaire. 

Instructions 

 Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1. Performing my job is so absorbing that I forget about 

everything else. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2.  I often think about other things when performing my job. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. I am rarely distracted when performing my job. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. Time passes quickly when I perform my job 1 2 3 4 5 

5. I really put my heart into my job. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. I get excited when I perform well on my job. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. I often feel emotionally detached from my job 1 2 3 4 5 

8. My own feelings are affected by how well I perform my job. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. I exert a lot of energy performing my job 1 2 3 4 5 

10. I stay until the job is done 1 2 3 4 5 

11. I avoid working overtime whenever possible 1 2 3 4 5 

12.  I take work home to do. 1 2 3 4 5 

13. I avoid working too hard 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

 

Section Three: Meaningfulness Scale. 

Instructions 

 Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1. The work I do on this job is very important to me. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. My job activities are personally meaningful to me. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. The work I do on this job is worthwhile. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. My job activities are significant to me. 1 2 3 4 5 
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5. The work I do on this job is meaningful to me. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. I feel that the work I do on my job is valuable. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

Section Four: Psychological Safety Scale 

Instructions 

 Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1. I’m not afraid to be myself at work. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. I am afraid to express my opinions at work 1 2 3 4 5 

3. There is a threatening environment at work 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

Section Five: Psychological availability 

Instructions 

 Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1. I am confident in my ability to handle competing demands at 

work. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2. I am confident in my ability to deal with problems that come 

up at work. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3. I am confident in my ability to think clearly at work. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. I am confident in my ability to display the appropriate 

emotions at work. 
1 2 3 4 5 

5.  I am confident that I can handle the physical demands at 

work. 
1 2 3 4 5 
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Section Six: Job Enrichment Scale. 

Instructions 

 Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied 
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1. Being able to keep busy all the time. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. The chance to work alone on the job. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. The chance to do different things from time to time. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. The chance to be “somebody” in the community. 1 2 3 4 5 

5. The way my boss handles his/her workers. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. The competence of my supervisor in making decisions. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. Being able to do things that don‟t go against my conscience. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. The way my job provides for steady employment. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. The chance to do things for other people. 1 2 3 4 5 

10. The chances to tell people what to do. 1 2 3 4 5 

11. The chance to do something that makes use of my abilities. 1 2 3 4 5 

12. The way company policies are put into practice. 1 2 3 4 5 

13. My pay and the amount of the work I do. 1 2 3 4 5 

14. The chances for advancement on this job. 1 2 3 4 5 

15. The freedom to use my own judgement. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

Section Seven: Rewarding Co-worker Relations 

Instructions 

Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1. My interactions with my co-workers are rewarding. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. My co-workers value my input. 1 2 3 4 5 

3.  My co-workers listen to what I have to say. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. My co-workers really know who I am. 1 2 3 4 5 

5.  I believe that my co-workers appreciate who I am. 1 2 3 4 5 
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6. I sense a real connection with my coworkers. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. My co-workers and I have mutual respect for one another. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. I feel a real ‘kinship’ with my co-workers. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. I feel worthwhile when I am around my co-workers 1 2 3 4 5 

10. I feel worthwhile when I am around my co-workers. 1 2 3 4 5 

11. I trust my co-workers. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

Section Eight: Work Role Fit Scale 

Instructions 

Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1. My job ‘fits’ how I see myself. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. I like the identity my job gives me. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. The work I do on this job helps me satisfy who I am. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. My job ‘fits’ how I see myself in the future. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

Section Nine: Supportive Supervisory Relationships 

Instructions 

Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1. My supervisor helps me solve work-related problems. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. My supervisor encourages me to develop new skills. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. My supervisor keeps informed about how employees think 

and feel about things. 
1 2 3 4 5 

4. My supervisor encourages employees to participate in 

important decision. 
1 2 3 4 5 

5. My supervisor praises good work. 1 2 3 4 5 
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6. My supervisor encourages employees to speak up when they 

disagree with a decision. 
1 2 3 4 5 

7. Employees are treated fairly by my supervisor. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. My supervisor is committed to protecting my interests. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. My supervisor does what he/she says he/she will do. 1 2 3 4 5 

10. I trust my supervisor. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

Section Ten: Co-Worker Norm Adherence 

Instructions 

Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1.  I go along with the norms in my group of co-workers. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. I don’t ‘rock the boat’ with my co-workers. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. I do what is expected of me by my coworkers. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

 

Section Eleven: Resources 

Instructions 

Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1. I feel mentally sharp at the end of the workday. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. I can’t think straight by the end of my workday. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. I feel overwhelmed by the things going on at work. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. I feel emotionally healthy at the end of the workday. 1 2 3 4 5 

5. I feel like I’m at the end of my rope emotionally. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. I feel emotionally drained from my work. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. I feel tired before my workday is over. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. I feel physically used up at the end of the workday. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Section Twelve: Self Consciousness 

Instructions 

Please rate the extent to which you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling 

the appropriate number on the 1 to 5 point scale supplied. 
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1. I worry about how others perceive me at work. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. I am afraid my failings will be noticed by others. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. I don’t worry about being judged by others at work. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

 

Section Thirteen: Outside Activities. 

Instructions  

Please indicate your level of involvement in outside activities or organisations apart from 

your work by circling the number with the hours that you spend. 
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1. Involvement in outside activities. 1 2 3 4 5 
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